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To 

The Victims 


of man’s cruelty to man 
in the name of God, who loves 
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Viii FOREWORD 


highlights the true meanings of our religious traditions. The 
authors emphasise the dynamism of true spirituality, 
particularly at a time when waves of terrorism are rising and 
some highly placed persons are misusing the garb of religion. 
It is at this crucial moment that the authors are spearheading 
a pro-active spiritual movement that refuses to be confined to 
religious ghettoes or to the ritualistic places of worship. As 
social activists, they venerate the God of justice and com- 
passion who sides with the oppressed. As is known, the two are 
committed to social justice, human dignity and the sanctity of 
life. 

The life span of newspaper articles are brief, though 
journalism as an institution stocks information to guide 
posterity. Scribes occasionally peep below the surface to 
discover the ugly faces of such ideologues whose pretensions 
are deceptive. The articles anthologised in this volume are case 
studies from a spiritual and social perspective that expose the 
monstrous aberrations of communalism. All religions teach 
compassion and beseech their believers to love the helpless and 
abhor hatred. Every act of cruelty defies and defiles the holy 
scriptures of all religions. The custodians of every faith are 
particularly asked to safeguard the sanctity of their faiths and 
ensure that neither the misguided ones nor the motivated 
sectarians are permitted to desecrate the faith. 

In the face of contemporary challenges, the profession of 
journalism cannot remain confined to reporting incidents. In 
the midst of any crisis, scribes must don missionary robes to 
uphold the humane values of the society. The Gujarat carnage 
has caused immense pain and roused our collective conscience; 
and we must ensure that no culprit — however important and 
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A perusal of this anthology of articles may disturb the readers, 
since their contents are heart-rending. A sensitive mind is 
bound to ask: Is the secular fabric of our society vulnerable and 
is our composite culture being pushed to the precipice? The 
authors, Swami Agnivesh and Rev. Valson Thampu — are 
kindred souls who belong to two different schools of theology. 
In the spirit of true religiosity, they undertook the arduous task 
of offering succour to the helpless victims and to share with the 
Nation what they saw: the naked face of barbarity targeting 
defenseless women and children and the helpless poor whose 
only ‘crime’ was of belonging to a faith different from that of 
the vandals. As men of God, the authors were deeply disturbed 
when they saw the elected tribunes of the people belying their 
solemn oaths taken in the ‘name of God’ to '. . . do right to all 
manner of people in accordance with the Constitution’ that 
promises to ‘all citizens liberty of thought, expression, belief, 
faith and worship.’ It promotes ‘fraternity assuring the dignity 
of the individual and unity and integrity of the Nation’. 

I appreciate the importance of their courageous mission that 
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mighty — gets away with the blood of so many innocents on his 
hands. Let us keep in mind that only the spirit of secularism, 
tolerance and accommodation can guarantee the survival of our 
Nation State. 


I.K. Gujral 


Xii PREFACE 


of God. The devotees of evil share one thing in common, the 
keenness to degrade everything into means for pursuing their 
vested interests. Vested interests are perforce divisive. Religion 
has been the foremost casualty of this diabolic degradation. 

We write because we have faith in God and our people. 
Despite the stridency of the forces of evil at the present time, 
truth will triumph in the end and good sense prevail, may be, 
in spite of ourselves. The irreducible core of goodness in the 
heart of every human being will survive and blossom in the 
dawn of a new humanity waking up behind this dark night of 
the soul. 

When hell broke out in Gujarat, in the wake of the utterly 
reprehensible attack on the Sabarmati Express in Godhra, 
Gujarat, we knew this turn of events portended a tryst with our 
national destiny. We were concerned at the general air 
of unprecedented indifference, especially in the religious 
quarters. It continued to be business as usual for our venerated 
religious leaders, awash with people’s devotion. They shut 
their eyes over the vast crucible of human suffering that 
Gujarat had become. Communalism implies not merely the 
blatant abuse of the sacred to procure secular profit. It is, even 
more unfortunately, the growing irrelevance of religion to the 
human situation, a conspiratorial side-stepping of realities that 
all but abolishes the distinction between spirituality and magic. 

We were not taken aback by the happenings in Gujarat. 
Gujarat, we knew, was waiting to happen. And, very likely, it 
would have happened even without the madness of Godhra. 
What surprised us most was the near-total apathy of the rest of 
the country, and the rest of the world to. the misery of the 
victims in Gujarat. It was as though the Constitution of India 
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We did not set out to write a book on the tragedy raging in 
Gujarat. We do not fancy ourselves as authors. Such writings as 
we indulge in, happen as byproducts of our active engagement 
with the burning issues of our times, driven by our love for 
India and her children. We write only because of our eagerness 
to reach out and to stay with our brothers and sisters 
everywhere in this country. We believe that the wealth of India 
is her people. And we thank God for being generous to us in this 
respect: a hundred crores, and every one of them invaluable 
and indispensable. 

But why write or publish together? We struggle and write 
together because, different though we are by religion and 
temperament, we are held together by the unseen hand of God 
within the matrix of a shared spirituality. Ours is now a Five- 
year long inter-religious partnership, formed against the 
backdrop of communal clouds crowding the national horizon. 
We pledged to work together as a living and life-long protest 
against the lie that religion is a wall that divides. If there is a 
religion that divides, it can only be the religion of Satan, not 
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heights of creativity blend with moral passion to attain a tour 
de force rare in journalism, flavouring journalistic transience 
with intimations of immortality. We are proud to welcome 
Arundhati into this book. 

We are grateful, above all, to Shri 1. K. Gujral, former Prime 
Minister of India, for the unreserved support and encourage- 
ment we have received, especially in publishing this book. The 
readiness with which he agreed to write the foreword to this 
book and the promptitude with which he delivered the text 
beggar our capacity for gratitude. Gujralji was our instinctive 
choice in this instance because of his assured standing as a 
statesman of stature and the forthright stand he takes on 
issues of national significance. We are grateful to this great son 
of India for the invaluable Foreword with which he has fortified 
this book. 

We dedicate this volume to the people of India; for they are 
the backbone of our country. We do not subscribe to the 
rampant superstition that the destiny of a nation hinges on its 
‘leaders’. Instead, it is the common people — those who hold 
on to their humanity in times of chaos and go about their daily 
business in a spirit of heroism hidden, though, under the 
foliage of familiarity — who comprise the flesh and blood of a 
nation. The strength of India is the awesome capacity that God 
has given to our people to endure and to survive. Our visits to 
the refugee camps in Gujarat make us kneel down before the 
primeval urge of our people to affirm hope even in the depth of 
hopelessness. They seemed closer to God than the gcdmen who 
encash their sufferings. 

In course of time, the communal conflagration in Gujarat 
will die out. as and when that happens, will the substance of 
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ceased to apply to the Muslims in Gujarat. And that was too 
dangerous a development to dodge. 

The chapters that comprise this volume have made their 
appearance, as the readers would recognise, in various 
newspapers over a period of two months. Since they were 
carried by several newspapers scattered all over the country, It 
is unlikely that readers would have had the opportunity to 
encounter all of them. Hence this volume. Of course, we were 
encouraged in this by several of our readers who urged us to 
turn these sporadic compositions into a stable product, as In the 
present format. 

A time of crisis is also a time of unprecedented heroism and 
creativity. We have been challenged by the courage and 
commitment shown by Harsh Mandar who did not hide his 
righteous indignation behind the smoke screen of bureaucratic 
spinelessness. It is in the spirit of people like Harsh, and not in 
those who luxuriate in escapism in the name of God, that true 
spirituality walks and works. He was one of the first to visit and 
report on Gujarat, and his words have moved millions. Both as 
a mark of our appreciation for his crusading spirit and the 
richness of his text, we include his piece in this volume. 

As regards creativity, Arundhati Roy is a household name. 
Her passionate portrayal of the truth and terror of the Gujarat 
carnage, first published in the Outlook, remains a benchmark 
of secular spirituality in the sphere of journalism. Here we have 
the quintessential Arundhati: teasingly factual, uncere- 
moniously forthright, and hauntingly disturbing. Her vignette 
of the Gujarat carnage tells us why this delightful damsel of 
Indian culture is also the most feared enemy of the structures 
of authoritarianism, exploitation and oppression. In her words, 
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this book get dated? The issues that underlie the convulsions 
in Gujarat will survive; for they pertain to the very essence of 
religion and politics. It is keeping this in mind that the material 
in this volume has been evolved. And we hope this volume will 
continue to speak to its readers years after the mayhem in 
Gujarat is forgotten. 

We pray that the communal cancer of Gujarat will be 
contained locally and eliminated surgically. It should not reach 
the bloodstream of the nation. For centuries we have bled 
ourselves, squandered our unity and vitality and invited the 
yoke of slavery upon ourselves. The core issue is not whether 
or not some invading forces desecrated of destroyed some 
temples. The question to be asked is why we have turned 
internal dissensions and intrigues into a national sport, 
opening the floodgates of self-destruction. Why do we refuse to 
learn from the bitter lessons of history, especially at a time 
when history itself is being turned into a national fetish? Never 
before has Gurudev Tagore’s passionate prayer for the country 
made greater sense than it does today. 


May 27, 2002 


Swami Agnivesh & 
Rev. Valson Thampu 
Foundation for Global Spirituality 
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Even if we, forget the Mahatma ’s 
ideals we should never forget who 
killed the Mahatma 
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mandir? Whose masjid? You make a mockery of both. Religion 
stinks on your lips. The name of God is a scandal in your deeds. 
Your zeal is blasphemy. Can’t you see? Your mandir-masjid, the 
monument of your mutual malice, silhouettes a tomb for God? 
Think not He will look at it; for a thousand namazes and 
yagnas cannot fool him. He knows you not. Have you forgotten 
His words: 


"Let him be my greatest bhaktha but if he injures 
a single fellow human being all his offerings I 
reject. His offerings will be not as made into a 
homa-kundam but like oblations offered to ashes.” 

«nnn» » 

You’ve ince nsed God with the cries of innocents. Justice 
belongs to God and He will uphold it. You think, God is blind? 
No, He sees. Presume God is deaf? Go and despair, ^e hears. 
The cries of babes pierce His. ears, .Burning bodies singe His 

L TrtjtOn 4 ^ 

mind. Are not those blanche d in the' grip of terror — Hindus, 
Muslims, all — His babes? Rest assured, the asuras and kafirs 
of injustice will have to pay: their backs broken by a crushing 


karmic debt that generations cannot expiate/ 4 ** * 




‘ pm, stopWs sacrOS^e, won’t you, the murder of our mutual 
trust? With that killed in cold blood in the darkness of your 
noon, what are we left with? Knives under sleeves? Poison in 
our wells? Anthrax in our entrails? Shall we then creep in 
stealth, watching each step; lest we are blown up into 
smithereens, unawares? What are you achieving in the name of 
God? A jungle pf spite and death where boys roar and range like 
beasts toslit the - thioats of neighbours in human sacrifice? 

Won’t you stop this rape of religion? Or this religious rape? 


A Temple of Tolerance 



I n the name of God we ask you, the bloodthirsty actors in the 
tragedy of India, to have done with it. You have had your day. 
And have played your hellish theme to perfection. The land is 
littered with too many corpses already. Columns of smoke from 
fires of hate choke the air. The sun hides his face from this 
shame. Stars have fled from our sky. The wails of widows and 
the shrieks of burning children mock the music of our national 
anthem. A thousand wounds bleed. Our hearts bleed. Mother 
India bleeds. The obscene stench of blood Fills her nostrils. 


Enough is enough. Stop this abomination. For God’s sake, stop 
it. Live, and let live. Live in peace. 

God cries over the karmic debt mounting over this punya- 
bhoomi. Life belongs to God. You think, life or death has a 
colour: Hindu, Muslim, Christian? Like the rest of us, haven’t 
you heard grandmothers say, “Life is divine. God is the Giver 
of life and He, its Protector. No man shall take it; for God alone 
gives it.” Kill in the name of mandir and masjid? Whose 
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dream. Let us rise and build together; for we do have a temple 
to build: the temple of India where God delights to dwell as 
love. 
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We don’t know what to call it: yoy get ^us all po' confused. Didn’t 
you hear a child ask the omer^aynDo tneir goasnave fang s? 
Do they bite? Drink blood? Eat human flesh? Are houses the 
pipes they smoke after banquet^of bloody brawls?” “You men 
of petty gods,” children plead, “won’t you tell us why your gods 
have hearts of stone?” Why has compassion fled from men and 
made its home among animals? 

They say you want to fight this war of gods to the finish. 
And see which god wins, and who loses. Who cares? Your gods 
are below our notice. India is the loser. And we care. What shall 
it profit ujs: this y victory of vanity that sets fire to our sacred 
home to spite an artcieht rat? The global village laughs over this 
cat-and-mouse game! Let us, for God’s sake, be^ better than a 
nation of cats and mice. Go, give it up: this w6YsV tnan refme 
pettiness. We demand: we, the people. A billion people. It is our 
house that you’ve set on fire! 

Weren’t you brothers before you went mad? Won’t you be 
brothers again when sanity returns? When the earth quaked 
under your feet last year didn't terror melt all hearts alike? Did 
death and destitution have religions then? Weren’t you one in 
spirit when nature roared and revealed your cowardice? 
wherefrom this cheap courage to kill, rape and loot under 
license? Is this not worse than the old cowardice? Weren’t you 
all neighbours? Who has turned you into killers? Do not tell us 
it is Ram and Rahim. Try first to erase the footprints of Ravan 
and Satan from the streets of your hate. 

Come, all who stand by and watch this immolation. Shed 
your torrential tears and douse this fire. Let not Bharat Mata 
burn alive while we have a tear to shed. Yesterday’s was a 
nightmare. Let it go. Let today be a new beginning: a shared 
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religious purity. What is under attack in this campaign of 
calumny is not only the communities in question but also the 
sense of kinship which safeguards the cohesion of our society. 
Kinship is the source of justice and compassion, enabling us to 
feel for those in distress. Once kinship is substituted with 
alienation, it is easy to conjure up a state of mind that revels 
in the suffering of the ‘alienated other’. The mobs that went 
about killing and burning, relishing the sight of blood, the 
smell of burning flesh and the cry of people in panic, are a 
pointer to this sinister reality. 

Rather than erode our sense of kinship, the need of the hour 
is to enrich and deepen our sense of compassion. It is because 
of this that we are grateful for the role played by the media in 
covering the tragedy in Gujarat. Our journalists know only too 
well that all through history, the decline of compassion has 
been one of the major causes for the decay of societies and 
civilisations. The disintegration of the Roman culture, for 
instance, coincided with the rise of cruelty inflicted on 
powerless people who were tortured to death in public enter- 
tainment. This process produced, in due course, a Nero who 
' ^dcSeif while Rome burned^ The sarpe was true of the Egyptian 


culture^ thatj- in^licjted cruelty," ex torti on* ancfmlustice on the 
Jews Wffowe iVclee me d ‘aliens and strangers in the land’. Try 
as hard as anyone might to misrepresent the current eruption 
of cruelty as religious revival or patriotic zeal, there is no 
getting away from the fact that it signals our collective 
sickness. 

This truth is writ large over the culture of governance that 
prevails in our country today. Gujarat is only a pointer to this 
depraved reality that militates against the ethos and ethics of 

'jttfl Ai A. A I'm U 
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2 The Trail of Blood 







he media has done a great service* to this country by ' 
to us, In a seties of hauntingly p oignan t" 


-hoi 


images, thenoloca 


za&§$\{i% 


ujarat. Among them, the image of a 


Muslim youth, his clothes blood-stained, his hands folded in a 


vuvam 

crfngin 


mercy, his eyes melting in terrified 
helplessness, will continue to haunt us for the years to come. 
Admittedly this can inflame passions. But it also can, and 
must, awaken our sense of kinship and activate^ our frozen 
compassion. This may be bad news for the' peddlers of 
communal politics. But an affirmation of our shared kinship, 
the celebration of a culture of compassion, is the bottom-line of 
true patriotism at the present time. 

This becomes self-explanatory in the light of the key 
strategy of coi 
eroqingluns] 
religious minorities 
to India and whose mere presence pollutes its cultural and 


lunalism, which is to, inhibit compassion? by 
It is this that undetl iesf the sti^Jlfsation of 
Si extraneous elements who do not belong 
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with its proven capacity to disable rational thinking. The 
[cwlations of the, communal outfits apart it is a medical 
jjy that' explains the present convulsion best: that of de- 



worming, that, in extreme cases, results in the death of the 
patients. When forced by medicine to detach themselves from 
the stomach linings, the worms in their final twitch of 
desperation release their poison. If the poison discharged by 
them exceeds a certain limit, the patient dies. Elections are the 
periodic de-worming of a democratic system. Going by the 
medical 

not all tnai tan talising:!"; y v 

^ stolid silence that thevajbayee governipent maintained 

for long even as Gujarat burnedyng^lfes^e patficffbgy dfom~ 
culture of governance. The least Vajpayee could have done, to 
restore people’s confidence in our beleaguered democratic 
system, was to replace Narendra Modi with someone with 
credibility as the Chief Minister of Gujarat. This he did not. 
Instead,, he added insult to. injury, by going out of the way to 
‘ app&^et ’the df^iealing with them firmly 

according to the law of the land for provoking and inciting 
communal hate. SIMI was banned on the mere apprehension of 
trouble. The Bajrang Dal, as has been widely reported in the 
media, has been distributing trishuls in tens of thousands and 
indulging in provocative statements and stances. The VHP has 
been explicit in its defiance of the authority of the Supreme 

t0 plunge thls country lnt0 
another spell of Communal frenzy. All this notwithstanding, the 

Afcjpayee government has been bending backwards to please 

placate its Pari var pro teges. If this Is not discrimination on 

the basis of religion, what is? ud&i ^ 
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democracy. How a system of governance that pretends to be *of 

-■ ■ 

the people, by the people, for the people’ abandon so many of 
its citizens to the communal wolves let loose to range and 
Ravag e afwin, i^h riddle that is hard to mipack. /The terminal 
illness of a democratic system is the dlspMs afe&ity of the 
citizens to the game-plans of governance. For those who waited 
in vain for the custodians of law and order to protect them and 
have not survived to tell their tales of terror, there was only one 
reality: Gujarat did not have a government. It had a Chief 
Minister, a cabinet, a police force and a bureaucracy. But it did 
not have a government^ AS^I^relapi^e 5 into Willful non- 
governance on the part of the State is the ultimate nightmare 
fonimnerilled citizens. Such non-governance amounts to 
:alculSted terror, and what happened in Gujarat was nothing 
less than the death-dance of organised terrorism. It could go 
down in history as an instance of state-permitted terrorism, a 
great deal worse than ‘cross-border terrorism’ as it turns 
innocent citizens into enemies and refugees in their own 
homeland. 

J^Howajre we to nrnke;. sense of the current instance of 
COPiinunal ^ejizy? Purely, it hasimtich to do with tjje des- 
peration of the Sangh Parivar at the setback that the BjP has 
suffered in the recently concluded elections. This growing 
sense of desperatjpji Jias a\readyjdrjy^n a segment of the 
Parivar back to theRmly pollfitTal tausma nihatthey kl few: the 
j uggerna ut of lumpe rfcommunali sm . The election results prove 
that the voters have begun to think for themselves, which is 
bad news for any communal outfit. The best way to ni^jn the 
bud this potentially dangerous trend for the Sangh Parivar is to 
drug the people with the opium of hate-driven communalism, 


iif a • 
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Are We Creating an Anarchic 
Society? 

Symptoms of an emerging social pathology 


T he duty of every citizen to safeguard the health of the 
society is neglected most today. Eyeryon? wanjts Jo tjave a 
benign society and wants it served on a ffl4tfe& Amne same 
time, people endorse socially disruptive agendas to bolster 
their vested interests. We pay lip-service to values; but we 
assume that values are, mostly, for others to follow to our 
advantage. No principle is welcome when upholding it goes 
against our interests. We want the courts, for example, to be 
impartial but we throw a tantrum when judicial impartiality 
goes against our calculations. We are doing everything 
imaginable to erode the health and wholeness of our society. 
We seem to have lost the ability to look beyond our noses. And 
we are today paying the price for it. 

A society, not less than the individuals who comprise it, is 
vulnerable to ill-health. Disharmony among the constituent 
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irallel, tp this unprincipled politics runs the curse of a 
religiosity, linking Godhra and Ahmedabad in a trail 
of blood. Between the Ram-bhakts wh<?£hea| platform vendors, 
abuse Muslim men and insult their women presumably as part 
of \ht\x karseva, and Muslim fanatics who turn up in thousands 
to burn a train without a thought as to how it will help or hurt 
them, God has the unenviable task of surviving the depravity 
of his devotees. In both cases, the religiosity on display has 
nothing, to cip with love for God or personal convictions. Both 
^tokeh tbl same indoctrinated fanaticism that is easily 
manipulated from a distance. The time has come for every 
right-minded Indian to insist that any religiosity that degrades 
us to barbarity and erodes our sense of kinship, is an insult to 
our intelligence and a disservice to this country. In the same 
breath, we must assert that a political culture that sacrifices u 
citizens for the political gain^W parties is wo^e^fi^^uboptc 1 
plague and that we shall reject its perpetrators, irrespective of 
their colour or creed.4£l fldf » (yd zf J <A jUiati/L d - 
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health and wholeness of our society. The silver lining on the 
Cloud, though, is that the facade of deception has begun to slip, 
allowing the truth to emerge, albeit gradually. The obvious loss 
of popular enthusiasm for the mandir movement, especially in 
the temple city itself, is the most significant fact that shines 
through the recent stage-management of the Ayodhya imbroglio. 

We are being hijacked into becoming an ungovernable 
society. This is a roguish ritual sustained by political parties 
and communal outfits. But the most dramatic aspect of this 
liturgy of social anarchy is the increasing State patronage it 
receives. It is no longer a secret that every communal atrocity, 
every instance of corruption and oppression, presupposes 
political protection and patronage. The recent carnage in 
Gujarat, like Ayodhya of 1992, would have been impossible but 
for the complicity of the State. Shiladaan at Ayodhya ended 
the way it did only because the government at the Centre had 
to be seen holding the VHP hawks under leash, even while 
lending further legitimacy to their agenda. As regards the 


bluster of Parai 


how q uickly the y go 
agents, infiltf 


Singhal, Kati var and co. only consider 


en the likelihood of ISI 




e karsemk, crowd was merely mentioned 
kaluYSr ^ eflectofa firm stand on the part ofthe 
Central dispensation can, then, be easily imagined. 

The creed of an anarchic society is total faith in violence. 
Over the last five decades the very foundation of our national 
life has been shifted from a faith in non-violence to the 
exclusive faith in the use or threat of violence. This process 
reached its summit with the political ascendancy of the Sangh 
Parivar, with its unabashed commitment to crafting a culture of 
violence. The Atom Bomb, as is now amply clear, was not a 
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parts is the pattern of illness in both cases. In a human being 
a heart attack results, for instance, when the relationship 
between a part and the rest of the heart is compromised 
through the narrowing of the coronary artery. The hand 
experiences acute pain and dies when the blood flow into it is 
cut off. Paralysis results from the alienation between the brain 
and the affected limbs. Physical illness implies, in other words, 
organic anarchy. The same pattern applies to macro-systems 
like societies and nations. When these symptoms of collective 
pathology are neglected over time, societies begin to degenerate 
and collapse into anarchy. 

Because of the enormous difference in scales between the 
individual and the society, symptoms of collective illness are 
apt to be mistaken for the vitality of a constituent part. 
Consider this illustration. In a certain neurological condition, a 
gentle tap on a muscle results in an enormous jerk of the limb 
concerned, quite beyond the range of normal sensitivity. If the 
massive jerk is seen in isolation, it could be mistaken as a proof 
of the patient’s extraordinary strength. But when it is seen in 
the light of t^at persorts; inability to do any useful work, it 
emerges as a patnologicaf'pfienomenon. 

Communal atrocities that signal our social ill-health are of 
this kind. They are misunderstood as signs of religious vitality 
in the absence of a total vision of societal health. It is a suicidal 
folly to condone, much less encourage, any anarchic agenda, 
overlooking its disruptiveness in the national context. Sadly, 
the protagonists of vote-bank politics have misled a large 
number of people to believe otherwise. Allowing their discern- 
ment to be lulled by the spell of spurious patriotism, the 
gullible and the naive have become a party to undermining the 
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The flip-side of the culture of violence is what psychologists 
call the “grievance-hunting mentality”. In psychology this is 
recognised as a condition of illness. It betrays a state of mind 
singularly incapable of normally engaging the opportunities 
and responsibilities of today and so must flee to the past to 
discover a haven of grievance for itself. The landscape of the 
present is littered with responsibilities, which it cannot or does 
not want to handle. No human being infected with this 
grievance-hunting mentality can perform normally and 
creatively, though he can have a great deal of nuisance value. 
That being the case, nobody should be in any doubt as to what 
it means for a whole nation to be infected with this sick 
mentality. The massive ritual of collective grievance-hunting, 
such as is choreographed by the Sangh Parivar, has already 
taken its toll on the country as a whole. It has crippled our 
national energies and diverted the attention of the nation from 
the pressing issues that cry out for attention. It is worse than 
absurd that the attention of the whole nation is focused on two 
blocks of carved stone, to the total exclusion of life-and-death 
issues affecting a billion people! One wonders if this can 
happen in any other country. 

Yet another ingredient in the recipe for social and collective 
anarchy is the keenness to erode faith in public institutions, 
especially the judiciary and the State. Perhaps there is nothing 
new in this. But what is absolutely new is the complicity of the 
State in eroding its own credibility, as in the case of Gujarat. 
What makes it all the more worrisome is the fact that it did not 
take long for the Gujarat syndrome to catch up with the Centre. 
The way the shiladaan melodrama was stage-managed does 
not leave anyone, not even the so-called coalition partners, in 
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strategic but a symbolic object: a cultic embodiment of the 

£am mandlr 
r e destruction 

of the centuries-old mosque in Ayodhya. It was the self-same 
cult of violence that was witnessed again in the charade of the 
shiladaan. The message that the threat of violence, including 
that of self-immolation, will be amply rewarded is writ large 
over the way the government handled this law and order 
problem. An experienced and seasoned politician like Vajpayee 
should not have to be told that such encouragement extended 
in full public glare to forces that openlv defy ccmstityjted 
authority, including that of the Supreme 1 Courb, m a recipe for 
national anarchy. It amounts to gross betrayal of the cons- 
titutional obligations under which governments are required to 
function. 

The latest in the Sangh Parivar series of the public 
indulgence in the cult of violence is the attack on the Orissa 
assembly. This does not come as a surprise to anyone familiar 
with the ideological outlook of the Parivar. What surprises 
onlookers is the zealous avoidance of the term ‘terrorism’ in 
this and similar other contexts. T he at tack on the J & K 
..assembly amoun ted _to terrorism. It was terrorism, par excel- 
lence, when five men managed to infiltrate into the premises 
of Ae Parliament. But hardly anyone thinks of the organised, 
prP.tflfriltaipH at tack on the Or issa assembly as a n act of 
terrorism!. Any objective assessment is sure to see the VHP- 
Bajrang Dal as a terrorist combine, no better than SIMI in terms 
of explicit words and deeds. To countenance such open 
advocacy and practice of aggression is to encourage the agents 
of anarchy. 


culture of violence. This was of. 
movement mat celebrated its ' 
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in Ayodhya 2002. The larger cost is that the epidemic of 
negativity infects the mind of India and disables the nation 
from realising her full potential. Negativity cannot be selec- 
tively invoked or employed. If you are negative to your 
neighbour because he happens to practise a religion that you 
dislike, you will be negative to all else who displease you one 
way or another. In the end you will discover that there is hardly 
anyone you really like and that your life is filled with hate and 
futility. Apart from relationships, the foremost casualty to the 
spirit of negativity is work-culture. Very few people have an 
instinctive liking for the work they do. It is either the general 
idea of contributing to nation-building or the hope of being 
recognised in the context of work that sustains most people in 
their work. The epidemic of negativity will erode all these, 
degrading the workplace into a jungle of grievances. 

Our foremost need as a nation, faced with unprecedented 
challenges and pressures in the wake of globalisation, is to 
enunciate and internalise a shared vision for the country in 
harmony with the spirit of the Indian Constitution and our 
shared heritage of spirituality. Given how integral religious 
plurality and cultural diversity are to the history and ethos of 
India, a project of religious and cultural homogenisation is sure 
to turn India into a Sri Lanka, ten times over. Religious 
minorities numbering some 200 million and Dalits of an even 
larger chunk cannot be wished away or browbeaten into 
submission forever. There is room enough in this country for 
all; or there will be room for none. That is the truth, unless the 
logic of history has changed for the sake of some misguided 
elements who happen to enjoy official patronage today. But the 
rest of us cannot afford to entertain any illusion on this count. 
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any doubt as to the partisan role played by the Vajpayee 
government in this matter. Those who remember Ayodhya 1 992 
would agree that the communal and partisan role of the State 
has reached a new peak now. Then, in 1992, it was an ordinary 
policeman in his ‘secular’ uniform who was seen kneeling and 
praying at the site where the mosque was destroyed and a 
makeshift temple was hastily set up. In 2002 it is a senior 
bureaucrat from the PMO who is forced to pose before the media 
and seen accepting the shilas for the would-be temple: a 
posture that corrupts the secular character of the State. The fact 
that this has come in the wake of the role that the Attorney 
General of India played, seen by most people as pleading the 
VHP cause in the Supreme Court, leaves the ‘secular’ part of 
Indian democracy in the S&wer’of a veritable scandal. 

The animating force of an anarchic society is the spirit of 
negativity, which remains powerful precisely because it is not 
recognised for what it is. It is this spirit of negativity that 
enhances the popular appeal of divisive and hate-driven 
ideologies and agendas. The inclination to revel in destruction 
is bred by this spirit. The sight of a frenzied mob tearing 
down Babri Masjid in a matter of hours, ecstatic in this act 
of negative assertion, speaks for itself. No comparable 
enthusiasm can be whipped up for building the temple. 
Whatever drama happened in Ayodhya recently was simply 
stage-managed, merely to cover up the fact that the local 
people are apathetic to the mandir movement. If they were not, 
there would have been no need to bring quasi-tourists from 
other parts of the country to Ayodhya. 

The cost for the nation on account of popularising this spirit 
of negativity is not limited to the days lost in fire-fighting, as 


Hindutva’s Momeitt of 
Reckoning 


ji 

ne sign of the increasing obsolescenc e of an ideology is the 
blurring of the boundaries between the sublime and the 
ridiculous in it. When the heroes of a movement become zeroes 
overnight, or when the goose that used to lay golden eggs 
begins to lay stones instead, there is a need to sit up and do 
some stock-taking. If the recent election results are any 
indication, such a time has indeed come upon the BJP. And it 
is a good sign that Vajpayee, the reluctant and occasional 
hardliner that he now seems to be in the Parivar, is waking up 
to this reality. His statement in the wake of the BjP’s 
ignominious rebuff in the recent NDMC polls to the effect that 
the time has come to take leave of ‘stagnant Hindutva’, is 
something to be cheerful about. The meaning of his controlled 
words would not be lost even on the hardliners. But we have 
to wait and see how many of them would agree to be converted 
by Vhjpayee, and how soon. 
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Precipitating social anarchy for sectarian gains is an anti- 
national act. It is terrorism from within, which is far more 
dangerous than cross-border terrorism of the worst kind. 
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that erupted abruptly and crushed its targeted victims. At some 
point the common man is bound to ask, “How have these 
innocent Muslims who had nothing to do with the Godhra 
carnage deserved all this?” If today they can be targeted, 
knifed, clobbered to death or burned alive for no rhyme or 
reason, how safe will I be tomorrow when the ever-shifting 
political balance redirects the bestiality of these butchers 
towards me? 

The Gujarat masquerade continues. Modi was ‘summoned’ 
to Delhi by the Prime Minister. Has the famed Indian 
democratic culture come to this sorry pass that the Prime 
Minister has to give marga darshan to a state chief minister 
that murder and mayhem should not be allowed to continue for 
more than a month? That the riot-displaced people should be 
rehabilitated? That their relief camps must not be closed 
without provisions fof th^ir cehabiUtation? The rest of the 
country waited with excr uci dtfng' ago n.y to see if Vajpayee, 
whose tongue not long ago used to weave magic spells of 
impassioned rhetoric on the fundamental rights of citizens, 
would educate his fellow swayamsevaks that different scales of 
compensation for Hindus and Muslims amount to blatant 
discrimination on the basis of religion and that it is an insult 
to the Indian Constitution. Nothing of this sort seems to have 
happened. 

Reportedly what happened was that the Centre agreed to 
meet fifty per cent of the compensation to be disbursed to the 
victims. In real terms what this means is that a Hindu life lost 
in Godhra will cost the Central government one lakh rupees, 
whereas a Muslim life lost in the subsequent genocide would 
come much cheaper. There are two major issues here that need 
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to be noted. First, through this ‘discriminatory subsidy’ the 
Vajpayee government has put its stamp of legitimacy on this 
scandalous scheme. Vajpayee, in other words, has become a 
party to Modi’s communal agenda. 

The second issue is even more serious. Is the Central 
government morally right in squandering the poor tax payer’s 
money to subsidise Modi’s irresponsibility or inefficiency? 
Vajpayee should have waited until the matter was investigated 
thoroughly and responsibility for the mindless destruction of 
life and property duly fixed. It is a good principle to make the 
guilty pay. You cannot have a situation in which a state 
administration allows anarchy to erupt and prevail for a month 
in anticipation of political profit from it, and pass on the bill to 
the rest of the country, via the Centre. It is necessary that the 
principle of accountability be upheld in public life. There needs 
to be a pre-condition for the Centre’s sharing of this burden. 
The perpetrators of this crime against humanity and its patrons 
must be first identified and punished in an exemplary fashion. 
Modi has a lot to answer for, and he is being allowed to pass on 
the buck to the Centre in a strategy meant to divert the 
attention from the willful dereliction of duty on his part. 

Even as Vajpayee lectures his fellow swayamsevaks on the 
need to move on, he too needs to realise that the same trick 
will not work for him in the Parliament forever. His response to 
the speech by the Leader of the Opposition in the POTO debate, 
watched by millions around the country, could not have done 
his image any good. His reaction seemed clearly dis- 
proportionate to the alleged ‘provocation’ which it is doubtful 
was obvious to a dispassionate spectator. Is this one-time adroit 
Parliamentarian settling down to the stock-in-trade of brow- 
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beating dissent? This way of taking personal affront at any 
statement will leave no margin for parliamentary debate. It 
betokens a spirit of intolerance, which is bad news for 
democracy. 

In the end, it is not only the Parivar hawks who have to 
come to terms with the changed political scenario. There is an 
urgent need for all political parties to foster a national culture 
focused on maximising the welfare of the people. Politics of 
hurt and cruelty must be given an emergency burial. The nation 
must be healed of the epidemic of negativity, spread jointly by 
all parties in the pursuit of power and profit. A culture of 
governance eager more to secure the goodwill of the citizens 
than to placate or humour international players, economic and 
political, needs to be put in place. The voters today are not 
happy to be fooled repeatedly. Within a consumerist culture, 
people are likely to care more for their belly-cheer than for 
somebody’s communal vanity. This is the writing on the wall 
that Vajpayee has read and is reading out to his fellow Parivar 
members. It is a message that others too could hear with profit. 


The RSS and The Minorities 


T he news from Bangalore is that the RSS has volunteered to 
take the security of the minorities into its own hands. But 
the sting in the tail is that this will be security on RSS terms. 
The minorities will be ‘secure’ if they earn the ‘respect of the 
majority community’ represented solely, it would seem, by the 
Parivar pontiffs. The Bangalore edict of the RSS is reminiscent 
of Advani’s advice to the minorities in Panchqjanya early in 
1993, in the wake of the destruction of Babri Masjid. The 
Muslims and Christians must call themselves ‘Muslim Hindus’ 
and ‘Christian Hindus’ respectively. 

Significantly, the RSS sentiment in question has the back- 
ground of the genocide in Gujarat and the RSS-Christian 
dialogue in Bangalore. Together they comprise a characteristic 
cocktail of chilling clarity (anti-Muslim pogrom) and intriguing 
ambiguity (dialogue with Christians). Since Gujarat, no further 
proof is required that the minorities are indeed woefully 
defenceless. They can be butchered in cold blood, their 
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belongings vandalised and looted, and their women gang- 
raped. None would ask a question. Police officers who stand 
in the way, like the minorities themselves, will be taught a 
lesson. They would be instructed in the idiom of punitive 
transfers. 

Truth to tell, the Bangalore posturing of the RSS is as much 
a challenge to the rule of law in the country as it is to the 
minorities. It is a frontal insult to the governments both at the 
Centre and the states. It is an open-handed slap on the face of 
the Indian Constitution; an expletive shouted on the face of the 
judiciary. The practical implication of the RSS blackmail is that 
governments are either hand-in-glove with it or are utterly 
helpless to check its genocidal inclinations. It is embarrassing 
in the , extreme that the Vajpayee dispensation that banned 
SIMI with alacrity 'looks the other way in the face of this loud- 
mouthed RSS belligerence. 

Coming to think of it, this is hardly surprising. The RSS can 
today presume, or so it seems, total immunity on account of the 
proven partisanship of the NDA government. This partisanship 
was on full display in the ‘ shiladaan ’ chara de! n Ayodhya. The 
same is writ large over the Constitutional perfidy of religion- 
based discrimination (different amounts of compensation for 
Hindus and Muslims slain in Gujarat), the neutralisation of the 
law-enforcing agencies granting a free run to the marauders 
out to teach the Muslims a lesson, and the inability or 
unwillingness of Narendra Modi to put out the communal fires 
even a month after its eruption. But for the disgraceful and 
anarchic events in the last couple of months, the RSS muscle- 
flexing would have belonged to the realm of mere blackmail. 
Today it could sound like ominous business. 
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Given such a scenario, the minorities would do well to be 
realistic. Life is the ultimate value for every human being in every 
age and culture. That is why the right to life is deemed, 
universally, the most sacred among fundamental rights. Every 
human being is obliged to protect his life as well as the life of his 
neighbour. What the minorities need to do at once is to ascertain 
from the government of the day if it has in fact handed over the 
destiny of the 200 million-strong minorities to the RSS, irres- 
pective of what the Constitution mandates. It might be worthwhile 
to ascertain the stand especially of the NDA allies on this matter. 
If the answer is in the affirmative, it would be wise to take a crash 
course from the RSS on how best to keep it well-humoured. It 
would not be wise to go fay past pronouncements alone in this 
matter; for, as \&j payee has clarified recently, Hindutva is not a 
stagnant but an unfolding agenda. What is the code of conduct 
that the RSS would have the minorities follow as of today, and 
what is it likely to be tomorrow? Since this is going to be a matter 
of life-and-death significance, it would be wise not to leave 
anything to chance in this regard. 

Undeniably, the goodwill of the majority is a great asset and 
a sound principle for the security of every group with a 
numerical disadvantage. And we should be grateful to the RSS 
for stating the obvious. But the RSS overlooks two important 
truths in this context. First, the minorities do not have to earn 
the respect and the goodwill of the majority community in this 
country by adopting a code of conduct prescribed by the RSS. 
For them the goodwill of the majority community is an 
honoured tradition and a given reality. This spirit of inspired 
tolerance is the quintessence of the soul of India; her culture, 
her spirituality and her history, if that were not so, the Indian 
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Constitution would have had a vastly different flavour. No 
other Constitution surpasses the Constitution of India in its 
commitment to the welfare and empowerment of the 
minorities, and this would have been impossible but for the 
goodwill of the majority community. No other country has the 
kind of history and tradition we have of the harmonious co- 
existence of various religions and cultures. No minority 
community in this country wants to belittle the magnanimity 
and goodwill of the true followers of the Vedic faith. Never in 
the history of this country did the religious minorities have to 
bend backwards of perform slavish antics under coercion to 
humour their Hindu brethren. The very fact that the RSS had 
to work extra hard over a period of 75 years to corrupt and 
distort the great and noble Hindu tradition tells its own tale. 

Second, it is the RSS, much more than the minorities, that 
needs to earn the goodwill of the majority community in this 
country. Election results one after the other prove that the 
Sangh Parivar is a minority in this country as well as within the 
Hindu community. The open advocacy of communal aggression 
and public indulgence in civic anarchy by its constituent 
elements have already cost RSS the goodwill of the majority 
community. Charity must begin at home even for the RSS. 
While the RSS is welcome to counsel the minorities on the 
basics of their security, it would also be advised to benefit from 
the wisdom it is so eager to peddle, unsolicited, to others. The 
rest of the country can only wish the RSS good luck on its 
urgent need to earn the goodwill of the majority community. As 
things stand now, it is going to take the RSS an enormous 
allowance of good luck to succeed in this respect. 


6 


No, Mr. Prime Minister 

Mere histrionics cannot heal 


V hjpayee, the private-citizen-poet did quite well in Gujarat. 

Even the formidable and embarrassing presence of Modi, 
the self-appointed inheritor of Sardar Patel’s mantle, did not 
inhibit or intimidate him. He gave vent to his personal feelings. 
All but wept in anguish. It went down well, we are told, with 
the victims and their victimises alike. And that is no mean 
achievement! 

As for Vajpayee, the Prime Minister of the Union of India, 
it was another matter. He created the impression that he was 
running hard only to remain stationary. More than a month 
ago, he saw the man-made tragedy of Modi’s Gujarat as a 
kalank on the country. Not long thereafter, he felt death was 
preferable to being praised by the VHP-Bajrang Dal activists 
who mounted a terrorist assault on the Orissa assembly. Now 
he goes all the way to Gujarat, full five weeks into the 


30 HARVEST OF HATE 


holocaust, to tell the victims what is only too obvious to them: 
that it is not right that they are reduced to ‘refugees’ in their 
own homeland. These words would have been just fine, but for 
the fact that Vajpayee spoke them rubbing shoulders with the 
very man who let these hapless women, men and children 
become the ‘refugees’ under reference and remains unrepen- 
tant about it. 

Then, when for a moment, the Prime Minister in Vajpayee 
became operational, he was left with only one major hassle: how 
would he face the people abroad, with this kind of perfidy at 
home? All at once, the gigantic sorrows of the terrorised, 
systematically uprooted Muslims of Gujarat was reduced to just 
one thing: a loss of face for the Prime Minister in his foreign 
jaunts. As if, these occasional embarrassments were a greater 
calamity than the fact that several people in these camps had 
their dear ones killed, women gang-raped, mothers made to see 
their pregnant daughters ripped open and the fetuses in their 
wombs thrown to the gutters. The PM does not seem to have 
wondered how these lesser mortals would live with these 
haunting sorrows and crippling traumas for the rest of their lives. 

The problem with Vajpayee is that he does not seem to know 
when to act like a poet and when to respond like a Prime 
Minister. The poet in him springs into action when the Prime 
Minister should. Saying that he would rather die than be 
praised by hooligans and hoodlums is all right for a poet and a 
private citizen in a situation of outrageous civic anarchy. But 
such sentimental words, unaccompanied by sensible executive 
action, are woefully inadequate from a Prime Minister who is 
sworn to uphold the Constitution and defend the rule of law. 
Luxuriating in verbal sympathy for the victims, without due 
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strong confidence-building measures, does not amount to an 
authentic Prime Ministerial response. By and large, Vajpayee’s 
responses, especially when they dripped with sympathetic 
sentiments, amounted to a confession of helplessness. No 
Prime Minister who believes he can handle the situation effec- 
tively needs to say, “I would rather die than. . . You would 
not want to punish the offenders with your sentiments, if you 
can check their misdemeanour. It is a pity that the man on 
whom the rest of the country, including the present author, 
reposed unprecedented faith and expectations, now reveals 
himself woefully unable to stand between India and anarchy. 

That people other than the victims of the Gujarat carnage 
and far beyond the borders of that unfortunate state are 
disappointed with Vajpayee’s handling of this crisis is evident 
from the letters to the editor in various news papers. One 
among them deserves a special mention. B.R.E Bhaskar wrote 
from Trivandrum reminiscing how Indira Gandhi responded to 
the 1969 riots in Gujarat. “She was in Nagaland,” he writes, 
“when she received word of the conflagration in Gujarat. Instead 
of returning to New Delhi, she flew straight to Ahmedabad.” 
Now, more than a month into this huge and agonising human 
tragedy, Vajpayee reaches the state to mouth sentimental 
platitudes without the will to arrest the ongoing national 
shame. Some months ago, when the India Todccy popularity 
poll showed Indjra Gandhi lead Vajpayee by miles (forty-two per 
cent as against Vajpayee's thirteen per cent), we had thought 
it was somewhat unfair to Atalji. Now we are left hoping that 
another popularity poll may not be taken in the near future. 

This is an object lesson for all other political leaders 
who, rather than respond sincerely and adequately to this 
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unspeakable human tragedy, hold back either in anticipation of 
political profit or in apprehension of electoral loss. They should 
know that it is in a time of crisis, such as what looms large over 
Gujarat, that their stature as statesmen and leaders is put to 
the test. All of them seem to vie with each other in proving 
Vajpayee superior, in comparison. At least this seasoned 
politician has some strong words and calibrated sentiments to 
splash in public. Others seem to lack even this. 

Reminiscing an episode of considerable political sensitivity 
in Punjab in the early ’80s, Nirmala Deshpande, who was 
particularly close to Indira Gandhi, says, “A Congress delegation 
from Punjab came to Mrs. Gandhi to urge her to deal with the 
situation in a manner that would profit the Congress in the 
state. Indira admonished them saying, ‘Congressmen must 
think for the country and not for the party. The country must 
come first, party second’.” Modi in Gujarat and Vajpayee at the 
Centre, for all the avowed desk bhakti that the Sangh Parivar 
has patented for itself, need to introspect on this count. Also, 
the leaders of all other political parties. The ultimate political 
bankruptcy is that a chair seems larger and more important 
than the integrity and inviolability of the nation itself. 

Having visited Gujarat and personally encountered much of 
the ground realities there, the present authors are greatly con- 
cerned that the unity of this country is being pawned for the 
sake of some hypothetical political profit either now or in the 
future. But the good thing is that the people of Gujarat, other 
than the committed and indoctrinated camp-followers of the 
Parivar, have seen through this political profiteering at the 
expense of their own welfare and future. There is widespread 
anxiety and frustration in Gujarat today. This is palpably acute 
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in the business community which, next to the victims, 
continues to pay for the anarchy that reigns ill Gujarat at 
present. Soon this will begin to needle other segments and 
snow-ball into an avalanche of public indignation that could 
jeopardise the very survival of the BJP 

Everybody, other than the die-hards in the Parivar, is 
convinced that Gujarat will not be healed unless Modi is sent 
packing. So long as Vajpayee and his cohorts continue to dodge 
this bottomline truth, the people of Gujarat will continue to be 
convulsed by these communal fits and frenzies. Given Modi's 
track record in office, he cannot have the moral stature or 
authority to talk of peace or appeal for it. It is not clear as to 
who else in the BJP ranks has the required stature. If only some 
of our politicians would resist the temptation of appearing on 
the small screen defending the indefensible in ways and styles 
that make them and their spectators utterly uneasy! Let the 
residual elements of public respect and personal dignity be 
protected at all costs; for they are in such short supply in the 
political arena at the present time. 

The Prime Minister has got it utterly wrong if he assumes 
that he has discharged his obligation to the people of Gujarat 
by making a tear-jerking speech in the Shah Alam Roza camp. 
The people of Gujarat are desperate. Desperate people expect 
decisive action, not an over-plus of sentimentality. Mere 
sentiments sans commensurate action degenerate, sooner or 
later, into theatricality. The more people are moved by Vajpayee 
the poet’s words today, the more indignant they could get at 
Vajpayee the Prime Minister tomorrow. At any rate, palpable 
frustration and resentment are mounting in these camps. 
The Muslims of Gujarat have lost their faith in the state 
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administration. The VHP-Bajrang Dal goons have lost what 
little respect for the rule of law they might have had. The 
hellish synergy between these two factors could plunge the 
state deeper and deeper into anarchy and bloodbath, all of 
which could be avoided with a little bit more of statesmanship 
and Constitutional consistency on the part of the Prime 
Minister. It is not too late even now. We can only hope and pray 
that the situation would be remedied before it is too late. 


Gujarat Riots: Naming 
the Guilty 


S tating the obvious has become a high art since Gujarat 
began to burn. Countless high-decibel speeches continue to 
be made each day denouncing the VHP and Bajrang Dal for 
their role in the post-Godhra riots. Eloquent, efforts ,to project 
the unspeakable agony of the riot-victims arid pillory the‘feu$- 
human callousness and mendacity of the Modi administration 
continue unabated. But all these would amount to nothing in 
the end unless we engage the crucial question as to who was 
responsible for this kalank on the nation. 

It is naive, even dishonest, to put the blame for this national 
scandal exclusively at the doorstep of the Sangh Parivar. The 
biting irony in the Gujarqj scenario is that the coalitioniiartners 
and the other politicalrumpy that prop up'ttie 'SjP-cfominated 


NDA government at the Centre bear the prime responsibility for 
the genocide in Gujarat. Among them the spotlight must fall 
squarely on Andhra Pradesh’s Chandrababu Naidu. He would 
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be fooling himself if he were to assume that, because he has 
kept his party out of the government, he would escape the 
condemnation for its failures. Admittedly, neither the NDA 
partners nor the TDP has advocated this anti-Muslim pogrom. 
Nor have their cadre workers participated in the systematic 
execution of Muslims or in the targeted destruction of their 
houses and business establishments. But the irrefutable fact is 
that, but for their unconscionable support to the NDA 
government, the tragedy of Gujarat would not have happened 
and continued so far. Modi could not have allowed the VHP- 
Bajrang Dal hit squad to unleash a holocaust if a non-BJP 
government were at the Centre. That being the case, the hands 
of political tools like Chandrababu Naidu, George Fernandes, 
Mamta Banerjee, Farooq Abdullah and others are stained with 
the blood of the poor and innocent Muslims in Gujarat. It is 
they who have made it possible; and the one indulgence they 
will not be allowed is the luxury of ignorance. 

There is no getting away from the awkward fact that the 
orchestrated economic and psychological pogrom that the 
Sangh Parivar has launched on the Muslims of Gujarat would 
have been simply impossible but for the presumed support from 
the Central dispensation. The way the Ayodhya melodrama 
fizzled out proves this beyond any doubt. While the VHP-BD 
storm troopers are very valorous in attacking the helpless 
members of the minority communities, especially their women 
and children, their bravery vanishes in the face of adversity 
and opposition. Crowds numbering several thousand people 
roaming around for days killing, burning and pillaging under 
manifest state inaction is not a spectacle of courage but of 
cowardice. They should have proved their anti-Muslim valour 
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in Kargil, instead. Or by flushing out the terrorists from the 
valley. They are not even known to escort the pilgrims along 
vulnerable routes! The eagerness to sink into unimaginable 
cruelty and bestiality under guaranteed immunity and state 
complicity is only one side of the coin. The other side is 
extreme cowardice in times of adversity and risk. All those who 
have lent their support to the BjP-led government at the Center 
have played a role in opening the door of immunity wide to 
these cowardly hoodlums to run amok in Gujarat. Morally, 
therefore, they are more culpable than these misguided and 
indoctrinated agents of terror. 

At the secondary level, the opposition parties must be held 
responsible for the continuation of the anti-Muslim pogrom in 
Gujarat. No matter how loudly they might protest, the fact 
remains that they have not put their whole weight behind 
arresting this communal madness. Did they not fight like 
demons and coerce the Gujarat government to revoke its 
decision to allow its employees to join the RSS? Nothing 
comparable has been attempted so far in the present instance 
and one wonders why. Every life lost in, and every new wound 
inflicted on Gujarat stains their foreheads too with the blood of 
the innocents. It is not only Vajpayee who is failing through his 
calculated or compulsive indecision. His bewildered inaction is 
complemented by the ineffectiveness of the opposition parties, 
especially the Congress. The tragedy of India today is that she 
is fallen between these two stools. 

At a tertiary level, the Muslim leaders have much to answer 
for. To see this part of our story in the right perspective, a brief 
recap of the Godhra carnage is necessary. The Muslims in 
Godhra (forty per cent approximately of the population) 
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comprise largely of the Ganchi tribe, marked by near-total 
illiteracy and crass poverty. Their social image is amply 
indicated by the fact that they are deemed a ‘criminal’ tribe. 
Godhra itself is virtually divided into two segments. The Hindu 
dominated section is popularly known as ‘Hindustan’ and the 
Muslim-dominated section is nicknamed “Pakistan". The 
railway station is right in the midst of the Muslim settlement 
and virtually all the vendors on the platform are Muslims, 
which makes it possible for a huge mob to assemble at short 
notice. We were told by independent sources in Godhra that the 
so-called karsevaks would order tea from the Muslim vendors 
and force them to shout “Jai Shri Ram” before serving the tea. 
Those who refused to oblige would be roughed up. This is part 
of the background to the tragic event that claimed the life of 
fifty-eight karsevaks on 27 February. 

Two aspects of this situation merit our attention. The first 
is the provocative conduct of the karsevaks, which the Muslims 
could not have mended. The second is the crass under- 
development of the Muslims in Godhra, which they could have 
done something about. The time has come for the minorities 
in general and Muslims in particular to realise that the 
perpetuation of their socio-economic under-development is a 
greater danger to them than even the brutality of the Sangh 
Parivar. The socio-economic backwardness of the minorities 
aids and abets the Parivar agenda to stigmatise and stereotype 
them. In this the Muslims oblige the Parivar more than any 


community is in such a sorry state today. The Muslim leader- 
ship, both of the religious and the political varieties, appear to 



andrantediluvian leaders that the Muslim 
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be keener to control than to empower their fellow Muslims. 
Manipulating a people is easier when they are illiterate and 
economically dependent. But this tarnishes the public image of 
a community to such an extent that it becomes easy to 
caricature them as sub-human and detestable. 

Egalitarian slogans and myths apart, no society anywhere in 
the world values human life equally. The life of the rich and the 
powerful is cherished and protected a great deal more than that 
of the poor and the socially worthless. Hundreds die in train 
and level-crossing accidents in this country without causing 
any heartburns anywhere. But one hundred and sixty air 
passengers being held hostage for a week created paranoia in 
this country. That is a reality that should not be overlooked. For 
Muslim leaders to remain unmindful of the image of their 
community at this point in time is simply suicidal. Not being 
Muslims, we do not wish to counsel them on this count. But as 
those who love human beings more than religions and 
ideologies, we would argue that the all-round progress and 
empowerment of the Muslim community should be a greater 
priority for Muslim leaders than protecting a mosque or two. 
This could, we know, sound heretical. But it is a risk that we 
are constrained to take since our visit to the refugee camps in 
Gujarat. 

What struck us all through the time we spent in the camps 
in Godhra, Vadodara and Ahmedabad, was the crass poverty of 
the affected people. It is partly because they are so poor and 
under-developed that their heart-rending stories and miserable 
plight do not move those in administration to ameliorate their 
suffering. The quake , in contrast, made the nation melt into 
compassion because it affected the rich more than the poor. 
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One wonders if the underdevelopment of the Muslims was not 
one of the reasons for the initial decision of the Modi govern- 
ment to sanction different amounts of compensation for 
Hindus and Muslims. 

Arguably, the underdevelopment of the Muslims in Godhra 
was a key factor in the train tragedy there that catalysed the 
state-wide carnage thereafter. Another aspect needs to be 
considered in tandem with this. Muslim spokesmen at every 
meeting on the subject that we have attended in the last one 
month have been quick to argue that Islam is a religion of peace 
and that according. JLQ_.tJie Quran, killi ng one perso n is 
tantamount to killing the whole of t he human race and, 
likewise, saving one person is as meritorious as saving the 
whole of humankind. That is all very well, but the question 
that needs to be answered is what happens to all these noble 
sentiments at the practical level? Were the Muslims in Godhra, 
who would have laid down their lives to defend the Quran like 
their brethren elsewhere, aware of this tenet? Did this make 
any material difference to" them when they were provoked? 
Admittedly, this one verse could have averted the Gujarat 
holocaust. But did the Muslims of Godhra care for the Quran 
when they were put to the test? And if they did not, were they 
Muslims at that point? Who is a M uslim, and who is not? 

This total dichotomy between the noble values of a religion 
and the practical choices and ways of its followers is a serious 
issue and it is this that characterises the disjunction between 
Hindutva and Hinduism. A Ram-bhakt, on his way to the 
sacred city of Ayodhya, presumably to build a temple for Lord 
Ram, a resplendent embodiment of dharma, has no qualms in 
conducting himself in an obnoxious and adharmic way. How 
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does it come about that the presumed followers of a religion 
that teaches that the whole world is one family ( vasudaiva 
kutumbafcam) are so easily persuaded that eliminating people 
of other faiths is a religious service and the best way to honour 
their god? 

Religious leaders, not less than the storm troopers of the 
Sangh Parivar, have to answer for the triumph of hate and 
cruelty in the religious sphere camouflaged as religious fervour. 
By nurturing their separate constituencies in a spirit of mutual 
competition and alienation, they have promoted total 
ignorance about each other among religious communities. It is 
this vacuum that the agents of communal mischief exploit to 
their advantage and to the subversion of our national destiny. 
Tragic and traumatic events like Godhra and the communal 
carnage thereafter must compel us to see through the scope for 
infinite mischief latent in all this. As a people we need to insist 
that those who play with human lives in the name of God, 
ideology or religion are enemies of God and people alike. The 
disturbers of peace must be seen as the enemies of develop- 
ment, which is what they really are. Gujarat will take years to 
recover from the economic setback it has suffered in the hands 
of the Modl-dispensation and the VHP-Bajrang Dal marauders. 

In the ultimate analysis, every one of us is responsible. One 
is reminded of the response of Achaiya Vinobha Bhave to the 
question posed to him by a journalist after the assassination of 
Gandhiji: “Who V' llpH the Mahatma?" After a moment of silent 
reflection Vl nobhail rep lied. “I. I have killed him”_. The 
profound truth that this great seer was stating was that all of 
us play a role, through our omissions and commissions, in 
allowing a murderous state of affairs to come about. We may 
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not be party to aggressive advocacies like wiping out the 
communities we happen to dislike. But as long as we create the 
impression that the stains of disastrous governance can be 
washed away with the waters of communal passion and vote 
banks can be formatted on tracks of hate and negativity, we are 
a party, overly or covertly, to the tragedy of Gujarat and the 
many tragedies that are sure to follow, unless we change our 
outlook^ ui\4) about 

The marauders and murderers who roamed about the 
streets of Gujarat and killed Muslims in their hundreds derive 
their encouragement and legitimacy from the subjective 
endorsement we extend to partisan and communal sentiments. 
The growing rapidity with which rational discourses on matters 
pertaining to religion disintegrate into hard and defensive 
feelings of distrust and hostility should be a cause for alarm for 
all those who care for justice and fair-play in public life. The 
gradual drying up of the well-spring of our compassion for 
those who seem to be different from us must be deemed a 
symptom of our national bankruptcy. Ram Rajya cannot be 
created by filling this land with Ram temples, certainly not by 
building them with a view to inflicting humiliation on another 
religious community. Ram Rajya should be built on the 
foundation of truth, social justice and brotherhood: on the 
spiritual robustness of loving and celebrating differences and 
diversities. The alternative is to imitate the Taliban in 
hijacking Gujarat to the dark ages. 


8 


A Close Shave with Modi’s 
Normalcy 


A ll through the days that we have been travelling through 
the riot-crippled state of Gujarat, listening to the victims, 
their sympathisers as well as their detractors, a single question 
haunted us. Why are most of us, barring mostly our bold 
brethren in the English media, chillingly indifferent to the 
ongoing tragedy of the Muslims in Gujarat? Our thoughts went 
back, again and again, to the commendable national solidarity 
witnessed in the wake of the quake last year. Expressions of 
concern and commitment, moral and material, surged into 
Gujarat from all parts of the country and overseas. NGOs, 
including various religious groups, sects and denominations, 
virtually vied with each other in providing relief and rehabi- 
litation. From schools to State administrations, everybody dug 
deep into their pockets and gave their best. 

Gujarat today is a tragedy, if anything, worse than it was 
last year. The killer quake came and went. But this man-made 


44 HARVEST OF HATE 



and iModi-managed disaster refuses to die out. It may be 


Modrs morbid humour that makes him claim that the situation 
has been brought under control in seventy-two hours. Into the 
sixth week, many parts of Ahmedabad and other affected areas 
are still under curfew, for varying periods of time. People 
continue to be killed and their homes torched. Nearly a 
hundred thousand people languish in camps. mistrust 



chokes the state. 


We found the emotional situation in the relief camps almost 
at a flash-point. As we entered a camp for the Muslims in 
Ahmedabad, we were greeted by angry women screaming, 
"Where were you for more than a month? Why doesn’t anyone 
care that we are starving?” Deep inside the camp, we had 
women and men cling to us in terror, compulsively narrating 
their tales of horror, many through their torrential tears. So 
many among them pleaded that they should not be forced to 
leave the camp, for fear of being wiped out on their return to 
what once were their homes. Inaroirrewing feW hours, we were 
overwhelmed by many an account of unprecedented cruelty, 
the details of which are too crude and cruel to chronicle. We 
found Muslim youth extremely restiv e and jve cape away 
wo riying for the future. 

It is incredibly sad, how the Muslim community seems 
almost wholly abandoned by the rest of the country. And we are 
worried at the foolishness that makes the rest of us think that 
it is ‘their’ problem and not ‘our’ problem as well. It is this, 
much more than the outbreak of orchestrated violence against 
the Muslims that worries us; for it shows that the Sangh Parivar 
calumny against the Muslim has infected us to an extent that 
we do not realise. Far too many people seem to have, however 
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unwittingly, internalised the Parivar outlook in respect of the 
Muslims. 

A community abandoned by the rest of the society, dis- 
criminated against by the State in blatant ways and targeted 
week after week by mobs under patronage, will find it too 
difficult to ward off desperation for long. The prospect of a 1 50 
million strong community acting in desperation is an unthin- 
kable prospect for the future. Surely, it cannot be the best 
prospect for this country. 

It is unlikely that the Gujarat pogrom would have happened 
but for two reasons. The first is the systematic elimination of 
the Muslim underworld, especially of Bombay. It is not wholly 
unlikely that the Bombay serial blasts have had a preventive 
effect on further atrocities against Muslims since early 1993. 
For the Constitutional and constituted authority of the land to 
let down a community so badly is to drive them into the lap of 
criminal and anti-social elements. Modi’s Gujarat threatens to 
invest the Mafia dons with a new legitimacy and credibility; 
and that is unspeakably unfortunate. Can we really blame jth$ 
Muslims of Gujarat if they come to prefer Dawood Ibrahim to 
Narendra Modi sooner or later? 

Secondly, it is doubtful if the kind and scale of pogrom 
unleashed against the Muslims in Gujarat, Godhra notwith- 
standing, would have happened but for the US-manipulated 
global antipathy towards Muslims. The so-called ‘war on 
terrorism’ has made Muslim-bashing a popular sport, much like 
bear-baiting in Elizabethan England or Christian-baiting in 
Nero’s Rome. It is incredible how the global sentiments towards 
the Muslim community have changed, and so much for the 
worse, almost overnight. 
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But there is a lesson in this that we must note. If macro 
perceptions and sentiments are so vulnerable to manipulation 
from a distance, it can work to the disadvantage of those who 
prosper by the current climate of opinion. It would be a colossal 
foolishness to assume that this manipulated malice will stay 
the same forever. The direction of this foul wind can be 
changed any moment, and it might happen sooner than we 
expect. “Those who are married to the present age," as Dean 
Inge said, “will become widowers in the next”. It is a suicidal 
mistake to set up the edifice of our society on the shifting 
foundations of American foreign policy perceptions and 
priorities. We have an enduring heritage of fellow-feeling, 
tolerance and unity-in-diversity and it is utterly irresponsible 
to squander this, bemg, carried away by the new thrill in the air. 

We left Gujarat rnujmng ove'r one of the close shaves our 
group had in the course of our two-day visit. We were in one of 
the riot-devastated villages. All of a sudden a group of some 
seventy-eighty young men materialised as if from nowhere. 
They looked carved out of one of the rioting crowds we have 
seen in the pictures from Gujarat since 28 February. They 
belonged to the age-group of seventeen to thirty years: none 
from the upper castes, but all drilled to speak and act in a 
certain way. They revelled in their right to rule the streets and 
defy the rule of law. They objected to our peace-march, our 
messages of love, of religious harmony and of the need for 
unity, They asked us to get lost. 

This may be music to the ears of their communal warlords. 
But neither they nor the rest of us can afford to be in any 
illusion about this. To improvise and use such tools and agents 
in a power-game is also to awaken in them a lust for power, the 
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scope of which might go far beyond what their ringleaders 
reckon today. The unemployed and frustrated youth, mainly 
from the OBC segment, is being humoured by allowing them to 
rule the nights and the streets. What excites them is the 
destructive and reckless exercise of power. But is there any 
guarantee that they would remain perpetually pleased with this 
limited turf currently allotted to them? History reminds us that 
the kittens that we nurture to keep the rats out of the parlours 
of power will grow, in due season, into the tigers of terror 
springing from the seats of power itself. It may seem exped ient 
to some to turn Gujarat into a political laboratory for the rest 
of India. But they must take heed, lest the by-products of these 
experiments turn into the Frankensteins of tomorrow. The rule 
in history has so far been: “He who takes the sword will perish 
by it.” And there is no reason to believe that Gujarat will prove 
an exception. 




Heal Gujarat Before It Is 
Too Late 


T he wounds of Gujarat should have healed a long time ago. 

It is now over six weeks since the outbreak of the carnage 
and the state continues to fester. We who have visited the 
refugee camps and felt for ourselves the explosive desperation 
raging in them are worried that this potentially volcanic 
situation is being treated with criminal neglijgence. The Gujarat 
scenario is no longer a regional crisis. Its reverb erations span 
the entire country today, endangering her progress and 
undermining her character and cohesion. 

In a real sense, the destiny of India is at stake in Gujarat. If 
Gujarat is being (mis)used as a laboratory of communal politics, 
as it is well known to be, then it is inevitable that what is 
evolved there will surely be repeated elsewhere in the country. 
The current holocaust would not have happened and persisted 
in Gujarat but for the electoral compulsions of the BJP outside 
of Gujarat The roots of the Gujarat carnage, thus, lie outside 
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that state, Jt is for this reason that all political parties are drawn 
into the' TOrfe c'of this contrived crisis. Anxiety as to what this 
scenario portends for the country is deepening all over the 
country, and even among the NRIs. The barbaric events in 
Gujarat have already attracted adverse international attention, 
eroding out national credibility. Despite all these, neither the 
state administration nor the Central dispensation seems to be 
keen on putting Gujarat back on the rails. This is not accidental. 
The calculations at work here go beyond the electoral profit that 
the sponsors of the communal carnage hope to harvest in the 
state. Available indications point to a scheme of things more 
complex and comprehensive, which needs to be reckoned. 

Gujarat signals a shift of emphasis in the Sangh Parivar 
strategy from the politics of hate to the politics of fear. For 
engineering a communal polarisation and consolidation of Hindu 
votes, fear is a better bet than hate; or it is deeper, more potent 
and irrational. Accordingly, a massive whisper campaign is now 
spreading into the adjoining states that, because of the severe 
beating that the Muslims have taken in Gujarat, they are 
preparing for a bloody retaliation. Muslims, the arguments go, 
are not known to take atrocities on them tamely. “Remember, 
the Sabarmati Express? So, no Hindu is safe, unless govern- 
ments that are partial to us are put in place at the Centre and in 
all states. The survival of Hindus calls for the creation of a tfindut 
Rashtra.” Fear is the pipeline through which the poisonjbre\yed 
in the political laboratory of Gujarat is sought to be delivered to 
the rest of the country. The fires of mutual hate and mistrust 
could thus engulf this country, with consequences that are too 
tragic to contemplate. For the success of this strategy, it is 
imperative that Gujarat continues to convulse. 
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This strategy cannot prove as effective as it is envisaged, 
unless the Muslims in Gujarat act in desperation. That can 
happen only if unbearable misery of the Muslim riot victims is 
prolonged. We are already being told by the government 
spokesmen that some of the inmates of the refugee camps are 
involving themselves in criminal and subversive activities. What 
we are not being told, of course, is that imprisonment is 
preferable to living in these camps for any length of time. 
Anyone who has seen the squalor, misery and degradation that 
choke them will be surprised that its inmates have taken this 
injury compounded by insult for so long and with such 
monumental patience. The readers would remember how upset 
Vhj payee was some months ago that the road from the airport to 
the city, one of the best roads in the city, was not as smooth as 
he would have liked. In contrast, a month after the carnage 
when we visited the refugee camps, several of the inmates were 
still wearing the same clothes they were at the time of fleeing 
from their homes. Modi and his men know that no one can 
continue to live in these appalling conditions forever and remain 
sane and self-controlled. They are sure to degenerate into acts 
of desperation, yielding enough ammunition for stigmatising 
the community as a danger to all Hindus. This would aid and 
abet the Hindutva anti-minority thesis, legitimised lately in Goa 
by Prime Minister Vajpayee himself, followed as we have come 
to expect with the ritual of a routine disclaimer. 

The desperation inflicted on the Muslims of Gujarat is not 
confined to the camps alone. Until the circumstances improve 
radically, the Muslims in Gujarat will be, in effect, under house 
arrest. They cannot go out and earn their livelihood or resume 
their business activities. Fear has robbed them of freedom of 
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movement. It threatens to rob them of their future too. It is this 
painful truth that is writ large over the inability of thousands 
of Muslim students to write the Boa rdexami nations, described 
by the government spokesmen as ‘boycotting the exams’! The 
immorality of conducting examinations when the state has 
failed utterly to allay the insecurity of the Muslim community 
stares the whole countiy in the face. This will cause the present 
woes and handicaps of the affected community to spill over to 
their future. These children, unlike their Hindu counterparts, 
will continue to be stamped with the stigma and burden of the 
riots for the years to come and so will not be allowed to outgrow 
this bitter memory. Also, by making the victim community 
alone bear the brunt of riots and by protecting all others from 
its adverse consequences, the government is encouraging the 
perpetrators of riots. This cannot but escalate the resentment 
and anger of the affected community. 

That being the case, we make bold to appeal to our Muslim 



: cojuotiy to meet this grave 
rand thii, despite knowing 


that it is cruel to preach restraint to the victims, and not to 
their victimisers. In this they could be wiser for the strategy of 
Israel during the 1991 West Asia crisis. That nation refused to 
be provoked by Saddam Hussain’s scud missiles into retali- 
ation, and denied him the luxury of forcing a Pan-Islamic 
coalition to counter the global alliance crafted by George Bush, 
Senior. Any indiscreet reaction on the part of the Muslims, no 
matter in what state of desperation, will aid and abet the 
Sangh Parivar in the pursuit of their communal agenda. There 
are times when restraint, rather tljan retaliation, is the best 
policy; and we are going through one such. 
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Even as we urge the Muslims in this country to meet this 
crisis with exemplary patience, we urge the rest of the country 
to unite in rejecting communal politics as well as the injustice, 
bloodshed and depravity that are its necessary accom- 
paniments. Communal politics amounts to an outright rejection 
of dharma, which is the sole, stable foundation for our national 
unity and integrity. We must wake up to the gravity and 
urgency of the role we have to play in a scenario that endangers 
the dynamism and the destiny of our country. No community 
can be .singled out for systematic harassment overtime and 
expecteato remain s toic about it forever. Human conduct in 
situations of prolonged harassment and hopelessness tends to 
degenerate into recklessness. If and when that happens, those 
who remained indifferent to the birth of this menace, not less 
than those who slipped into this trap, would be morally 
responsible for our collective self-destruction. This should not 
happen. In Gujarat, the identity of the nation lies sick and 
sullied. A body-politic that is indifferent to the agony of one of 
its limbs is simply gambling with its future. Today we can arrest 
this communal gangrene and prevent it from spreading to the 
rest of our country. Tomorrow may be too late. The time to act 
is now. Let us rise and build ‘the India of our dreams’ on the 
foundations of dharma rather than of the adharma of 
communal politics. 


Religion, Riots and Victims 


W ith a multi-religious group of pilgrims, on a mission of 
compassion, we spent a few days visiting the victims of 
the ongoing communal holocaust in Gujarat. All through the 
time we spent among them, the Words of Jonathan Swift, the 
English satirist on religion and politics resounded in my ears. 
“We have just enough religion to make us hate each other, but 
not enough religion to make us love each other.” 

Gujarat today abounds in the victims of this demonic 
religiosity. Among them, two faces from a camp in Godhra 
refuse to fade out of the landscape of our memory. The first is 
that of a four year old boy, Abdul (an assumed name), who had 
seen all his siblings as well as his parents butchered in front of 
him, /and was unfp rt un ate , enough to survive that visual 
purgaftorywe were ’drawn to him, instinctively. Wanted to be 
with him and, if possible, listen to him. Abdul would not speak. 
“The boy has lost his speech,” explained an elderly woman who 
stood near him. The sight of the unspeakable has robbed Abdul 
of the ability to speak. 
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The second face is that of Aiyesha (a pseudonym), a young, 
twenty-two year-old mother. She belonged to an extended 
family of some seventeen members, including her parents, 
brothers, sisters, husband and a two-year old son. She is the 
lone survivor. She had to see sixteen of her kin, including her 
own son, killed one after the other. (Of these, only nine dead 
bodies have been recovered. The rest, we were told, were 
burned out of existence, presumably, for statistical reasons.) 
She was the last to be set upon, for a good reason: she was 
good-looking, and was gang-raped. The beastly feast being 
over, her predators attacked her with lathis, breaking her legs 
and one of the hands. In the process she fainted and was left 
for dead. She was picked up by the police the next day and 
reached to a hospital. 

Meeting with Abdul and Aiyesha, and scores of others like 
them, made our stomach turn at the heartlessness of statistics. 
How glibljf we gloss over the ‘hundred thousand refugees in the 
relief camps’! Each one of them is a wounded human being, 
burdened with memories too harrowing for words. “Jhejleath 
of a million peo ple, " said Lenin, “is statistic . But the death of 
9, single human being is tragedy. It was not for nothing that the 
■astute Narendra Modi invoked the spirit of science and coined 
the cold explanation of ‘action and reaction’. It serves to 
exclude emotions from people’s responses. Human sensitivity 
could subvert communal calculations formatted on injustice 
and cruelty. 

We were plagued by the painful irony of it all. Is not Gujarat 
burning, after all, in the fire of religious zeal? How do we 
connect Hinduism, or any religion for that matter, with the 
plight of victims like Abdul, Aiyesha and the thousands that 
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today languish in the sub-human camps of Gujarat presided 

* 

over the 'Chotta Sardar of Hinduism’? 

Religion has two essential roles. First, to foster in us a sense 
of universal kinship, which is the authentic spiritual element in 
all religions. Hinduism, for example, sees the whole of 
mankind as one family. Christianity and Islam teach that 
humankind has a common origin: that we are all members of 
an extended family. Beneath our skin, we are kin. On this 
plank of kinship rest all spiritual values: love, compassion, 
justice, and so on. Sadly, as religions get institutionalised, the 
spiritual element of kinship is willfully degraded into ‘herd 
instinct’ which is the driving force of communalism. Kinship 
then applies only to the members of one’s own religious 
community. The flip side of this is the aberration that sees 
those who practise other faiths as sub-human enemies. Once 
this perverse mindset takes over, even God is made to conform 
to communal norms and denied the freedom to love or care for 
those who are communally hated. 

The second function of religion is to enable us to imbibe the 
, nature of God. It is this that enables us to move from our mean 
self to our noble self ( alpatman to mahatmari). God is love. 
And divine love expresses itself as compassion and concern for 
justice. All partisan sentiments and advocacies are anathema 
to God; for God’s love is universal. To stand in the so-called 
‘relief camps’ in Gujarat is to become cynical of the very 
purpose of religion. Why should religion, which is meant to 
train us in love and compassion, make us worse than animals? 
Do animals kill and destroy gratuitously, -as devotees of God 
have done in Gujarat? 
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We must not allow religion to rob us of our sense of kinship 
and compassion. The bottom line of natural justice is that the 
innocent should not be punished for somebody else’s crime. An 
overwhelming majority of the victims of Gujarat riots are poor, 
illiterate, unemployed, and destitute people. Even the notion 
that it is right to persecute them for what, according to the 
Defense Minister, was the work of the ISI, insults the ethical 
sense of Hinduism. To call this the 'law of th e jungle' would be 
to insult the jungle. The practitioners of such ‘scientific’ justice 
make the dons_of_the underworld seem saints in com parison. 


Children and Communalism 


T he tragedy of Gujarat brings home to us the crying need to 
protect school children from the virus of communalism. The 
kind of questions that children have asked us in the course of 
our innumerable visits to schools in Delhi, since our visit to 
Gujarat a month ago, point to the chilling reality that parents 
are infecting their children with communalism. It is shocking 
how blissfully unaware they are of the arsenic they are pouring 
into young minds in their most formative stages. This silent 
and hidden tragedy amounts to a veritable intellectual and 
human genocide. 

Already millions of children are wilting under the burden of 
parental ambition driven by the psychology of what Freud calls 
‘substitute gratification’. Parents, who could not fulfill their 
extravagant ambitions, use their children to attain their goals 
and dreams vicariously. This sanitised and institutionalised 
cruelty robs children of their childhood and the joy of learning. 
The ‘burdened child’ is the insignia of this age. Education has 
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becomes a sphere of. inrfpient atrocities. But this is nothing 
compared to the crippling effect of communalism on the 
intellectual and moral formation of children. 

Communalism, to state the obvious, is driven by hate. Hate 
is purely and necessarily negative. What is negative can only 
disable. It is like a pull backwards, when you want to surge 
ahead. But the pull backwards on the body is nothing compared 
to the pull backwards on the mind. This is especially so in the 
sphere of education. It does not have to be argued that what 
helps a child best is the love for a subject. Love cannot be 
selective. Love or hate is a matter of the total orientation of 
one’s personality. A child who is encouraged to hate a person 
simply for belonging to a different religion cannot help being 
negative to every manifestation of differences, including dif- 
ferent subjects and different possibilities. Intellectually, hate is 
a mental prison; whereas love is liberation. If hate, rather than 
love, is made the shaping principle of a child’s outlook, it is 
tantamount to breaking the wings of that child in terms of the 
capacity for growth and excellence. If, for example, a child 
happens to hate a subject, the thing to do is to enable him to 
love that subject if he is to excel in it. 

The intellectual negativity of communalism will lead to the 
incapacity for rational argument, for objective search for truth 
or systematic study. Communalism, especially of the aggressive 
kind, involves a collapse of reason and a corresponding allergy 
to truth. It manufactures or entertains prejudices and pro- 
pagates them through emotional affinities activated by an 
unthinking religiosity. It is because of this that even adults 
today lack the rational capacity to see that all communal 
projects are a threat to the religions they pretend to protect. 
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The communal outlook, thus, destroys the capacity for 
objectivity, which it is the goal of education to nurture. 
Education is not a matter of cramming increasing quantifies of 
information. It is, more importantly, a matter of disciplining 
and culturing the mind, of cultivating informed taste, 
including the taste for truth and justice. All these fall by the 
wayside, as soon the capacity for objectivity is eroded, which it 
is the business of communalism to do. 

Communalism perforce corrupts the human person. Central 
to the philosophy of education is the conviction that 
personality-formation is an essential goal in education. 
Character is the bed-rock of personality. Hence the adage, 
‘Character is destiny’: destiny alike of the individual and of the 
nation. Character, says Erich Fromm, the famous cultural 
anthropologist, involves the overcoming of the crude instincts 
and impulses, rather than a willful or indoctrinated surrender 
to them. Anger and hate, selfishness and meanness, come 
along the route of our instincts and impulses. A person of 
character tries, empowered by the values of spirituality and 
promptings of conscience, to rise above these crude instincts. 
Communalism mandates an abject surrender to them. It 
denounces and punishes expressions of nobler sentiments. The 
readers will recall instances from the ongoing Gujarat carnage 
a few of the Hindus, who stood by their Muslim neighbours, 
were punished brutally for their alleged disloyalty to the cause 
of Hindutva. Communalism leaves no space or scope for the 
expression of our nobler selves or sentiments. It directs all our 
energies and passions towards what is mean and inhuman. 
That being the case, it is a veritable nightmare that parents • 
continue to prejudice their children in favour of a communal 
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disposition! Yet, these are also the parents who move heaven 
and earth to get their children admitted to the best of schools, 
preferably convent schools, eager, by their own confession, that 
these schools should help their children imbibe sound values! 

Given the total domination of the spirit of hate in it, com- 
munalism can only be a disruptive force as far as relationships 
are concerned. This happens mainly in two ways. First, the 
ascendancy of power over love in communalism, makes indi- 
viduals want to relate to others only in terms of domination. 
Those who see relationships as an opportunity to exercise their 
will to power, will be restless and unstable except in the 
company of those who are happy to be enslaved. Relationships 
thus degenerate into master-slave mechanisms. In the process, 
companionship becomes a casualty. Second, the prejudice 
inherent in communalism permits us to relate to others only in 
terms of labels. This degrades our affinities to mere ‘herd 
instinct’. Even within this, we tend to be uncomfortable with 
those who are not our clones and carbon copies. It is part of the 
mystery and beauty of creation that every human being is 
unique. No two persons are alike. Given the fact that differen- 
ces inhere in nature and society, it should be easy to realise 
that the rise of the communal spirit will disable us from 
creating and sustaining steadfast relationships. 

Parents should not lose sight of the cruel irony here. Now 
they are in the flush of their youth and they see themselves as 
self-sufficient people who simply need not care what happens. 
But this will not last forever. Come old age, they will need, not 
so much the implosion of ideology as the touch of feeling hands 
and caring hearts. Those who today corrupt the hearts and 
minds of their children, would then look in vain for them and 


CHILDREN AND COMMUNALISM 6 1 


in pain find none. By corrupting the personality of their 
children, by freezing the fountainhead of love and compassion 
in them, they are scripting their own tragedy for the evening of 
their life. It is part of the unforgiving logic of life, says William 
Shakespeare, that the ‘poisoned chalice we invent will return 
to plague the inventor’. There never has been an exception to 
this rule; and it might be wise to ensure that its wisdom is not 
lost on us. 

The children of this generation are potential geniuses. From 
the last to the present generation, there is a quantum leap in 
aptitudes and talents. But if this promise is to blossom into 
performance, it is essential that the minds and hearts of our 
children are not corrupted by the communal virus. Com- 
munalism is to the human and educational formation of a child 
what HIV/AIDS is to the physical integrity of a person. The 
Human Immuno-Deficiency Virus (HIV) infiltrates into our 
defense system and subverts our physical well-being from 
within, making us vulnerable to every infection in the 
surroundings. The communal virus invades the intellectual and 
spiritual systems of our personality and makes us vulnerable to 
whatever is mean and bestial in the mixed-up world of good 
and evil that we live in. In such a state we attain the outlook 
that John Milton, the English epic poet, ascribes to Satan who 
says, “Evil, be thou my good.” 



Communalism and the Crisis 
of Democracy 


T he Founder of a prestigious school, a thoroughly non- 
political and widely respected educationist, rang us up the 
other day. She had a question to ask. “Who shall we address 
these letters to?” she wanted to know. The letters under 
reference, hundreds of them, were written by the school 
children, pouring out their anguish at the unspeakable 
suffering inflicted on innocent people of Gujarat for no other 
crime than that they happened to belong to a minority 
community. “Normally, in a democracy,” she went on to say, 
“these letters should have been addressed to the Prime 
Minister. But do we have a Prime Minister?" A casual question, 
but a question that captures the growing perplexity of millions 
around the country: a question that shoots like an arrow right 
into the eye of Indian democracy. 

One of the unmistakable signs of the ill health of a system 
is the way its instruments are turned against itself. “We should 
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not forget," wrote Arthur Koestler, “that it was using legitimate 
democratic means that Hitler murdered democracy." It is 
similar to what is called auto-immunity vis-a-vis the human 
body, a condition in which the body turns against itself. In a 
democracy like ours it is the Prime Minister who symbolises the 
unity and integrity of the country. When a person assumes 
office as Prime Minister under the oath of allegiance and 
secrecy, he embraces the duty to function impartially as the 
leader of the whole nation and not merely the pracharak of a 
particular party. It is within this enlarged framework that Prime 
Ministerial sensitivities should operate. The alternative is to 
hijack this exalted office to serve the interests of a particular 
ideology and precipitate the self-contradictions and inconsis- 
tencies that betoken the sickness of our democracy. 

In this respect, Vajpayee is only a transitional figure. All 
transitional characters are condemned to hypocrisy; for they 
have to speak with two different mouths: one crying in 
compassion at the Shah Alam camp and the other, fefewmg 
ideology in Goa. The Vajpayee who fears that he would not be 
able to sing ever again, and the Vajpayee who insists 
remorselessly that Narendra Modi must continue to preside 
over and prolong the very agony of the people that makes him 
sink into poetic impotence, together comprise the profile of a 
transitional leader. The next generation of Sangh leadership, 
portended by Modi, will not carry this baggage of sentimen- 
tality or doublespeak. They will be chillingly clear, brutally 

the cape of Modi's 



ue-course, we shall 

learn — those of us who may survive to see that day — that 
the hypocrisy of a Vajpayee is a million times more human than 
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the consistency and clarity of the self-styled “Chote Sardar” 
and Sanghis of his ilk. 

Then there is this other symptom of the pathology of our 
democracy: the more the people lose their faith in and respect 
for their elected leaders, the more stable the government 
becomes! An ironic commentary on the state of our democratic 
culture today is that it is the fear of having to face the electorate 
that glues together the disparate and distressed coalition 
partners to the BJR even when they know that this could mean 
political hara-kiri for them. As Vajpayee remarked to a news- 
paper editor some time ago, the more the electorate rejects the 
BJP the more parties vie with each other to court it! This leads 
to some interesting side-shows. So we have a Chandrababu 
Naidu, who is profoundly disturbed at the communal carnage in 
Gujarat ,and who, wants Modi out, but stands steadfastly by 
vaj paywwno \snu£s mm implicitly on this demand. We have a 
Mamta whose heart breaks over the victims in Gujarat but 
thinks this heartburn can be healed in a minis-terial berth in 
Delhi and so will prop up the BJP at all costs. We have, besides, 
an Omar Abdullah who can neither vote for the Government nor 
leave it, which results in a pathetic ritual of twice expressing his 
compulsion as well as unwillingness to leave office. Of course, 
he will not learn from Ram Vilas Paswan that liberating oneself 
from a ministerial couch of pins and needles is not all that 
difficult, if at least your rear-end is sensitive. 

A third symptom of the terminal illness of our democracy is 
the utter irrelevance of the people to the game plans of gover- 
nance. A question that we had to face repeatedly in the refugee 
camps in Gujarat was, “Are we not the citizens of India?”. The 
answer is simple. Of course, they are; but this glorious 
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democracy has today reached a stage in which citizens have 
ceased to matter. What is on today is a government of the 
politicians by the politicians. and for the politicians. The plight 
of the Muslims irf' Gujarat bristles with this truth, a truth that 
applies to the overwhelming majority of the people. Its hurts 
may vary in degree, but not in kind. Well, why talk about 
ordinary people, even the coalition partners have to live with 
the reality of their mounting irrelevance. Now that Mayawati, 
the dalit Messiah, is in the BjP camp, Chandrababu Naidu’s 
stock has crashed. Look at the way Karunanidhi has shrivelled, 
now that Jayalalitha is back in favour with the BJP. Regrettably, 
the loudest statement on the irrelevance of the people in recent 
times has come from Vajpayee himself when, in the run-up to 
the UP elections, he announced that the BJP could manage 
without the Muslims. Since then, Modi in Gujarat has out- 
stripped Vajpayee and proved that Muslims have no place in the 
Gujarat of his dreams. 

It is because people as people have ceased to matter to the 
managers of Indian democracy today that no worthwhile efforts 
are being made to put out the communal fires in Gujarat. It is 
for the same reason that relief and rehabilitation measures 
have failed to take off even after two months of this barbaric 
eruption. To compromise on the primacy of “We, the people” is 
to encourage politicians to get away with tokenisms at all 
levels. So Vajpayee thinks that the soap water of 150 crores will 
wash away the stains of senseless destruction, varyingly 
estimated between 2000-5000 crores. Not many people seem 
to see through this insult, or to resent it. 

It is not only for the BJP-led government that the people 
seem to have vanished from the radar of Indian democracy. The 
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opposition parties themselves seem to have internalised this 
fascist perversion of democracy. It was this that made the 
historic debate in the Lok Sabha under rule 184 such a bitter 
disappointment. Over seventeen long and tumultuous hours, 
everything under the sun was bandied back and forth, but the 
keenness to alleviate the suffering of the people of Gujarat was 
conspicuous by its absence. 

This is what communalism does to democracy. It kicks up a 
dust storm of gods, religions, temples, priests, and politicians 
and blacks out the people. Communalism operates in terms of 
a vicious cycle. It corrupts the culture of governance and 
banishes principled politics. This generates the compulsion to 
farm vote-banks based on caste and religion. This requires that 
people are divided and directed against each other. Their labels 
are only of incidental interest. What matters is the gullibility 
of the people and the perversity written into mass psychology 
by which people, when made to act in a group, go not only 
against the norms of humanity but even against their own 
interests. Eventually, those who obliged the Sangh Parivar 
ringleaders by reveling in the abominable in Gujarat would 
discover to their horror that by serving as the tools of a fascist 
outfit they were building their own dungeons of unfreedom, 
brick by brick. But the question is, will it be too late by then? 


Communalism Raj and 
Criminal Society 


A t the outbreak of the Gujarat carnage crowds, varying from 
a few hundreds to several thousands, marched and 
marauded in Gujarat. They operated more like trained 
demolition-cum-extermination squads than hysterical mobs or 
frenzied individuals. Thousands of houses, shops and 
commercial buildings were looted and gutted. Hundreds of 
innocent people were burned or butchered. Unprecedented and 
unnamable atrocities were perpetrated. Not even the unborn 
were spared. For days the ghost of Godse stalked the state of 
Gujarat. It still does. 

This is a shame. And this blackest of kalanks needs to be 
washed away from the forehead of the nation with our tears 
and, if need be, our blood. But there is a flip side to this kalank, 
which should be equally disconcerting. And that is the large- 
scale initiation of the youth into crime, violence and bestiality. 
Given the sizes and strengths of the crowds that went on the 
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rampage day after day, it is obvious that a sizeable segment of 
the Hindu youths in Gujarat has been made to participate in 
heinous acts or in aiding and abetting them. Morally, those who 
facilitate criminal acts are as guilty and inwardly polluted as 
those who do them. That being the case, it is a worrisome 
thought that tens of thousands of young men have been 
tainted and polluted through these riots. While Muslim women 
were raped physically, the humanity of their bloodthirsty 
rapists was in the process of being raped by their indoctrinators 




over a period of time. r j lC h 

The corruption that flights the personality of those who are 
grimto fey crime iS k well-established fact and it does not have 
to be argued. Even if the perpetrators of crimes escape the arm 
of law, their trial and indictment happen soon enough in the 
court of their own consciences, as Dostoevsky portrays so 
ighaiitfy ift his masterpiece, “Crime and Punishment”. Crime 
changes the very feel and flavour of a person’s being, and life 
is never the same thereafter. This is a huge and hidden 
tragedy. But our worries in the present instance go beyond the 
moral and psychological radiations of the Gujarat carnage at 
the level of individuals. We need to worry, and worry aloud, 
about the cancer of crime now pouring into the bloodstream of 
Gujarat. Latent in this is the logic of nemesis, which ensures 
that the victimisers will be worse losers than their victims, 
eventually. It is only a matter of time before this sinister fact 
begins to bare its fangs. Once a society is criminalised, it begins 
to lose its social cohesion, cultural robustness, political elan 
and developmental urge. All-round disintegration sets in. 

The prospect of self-assertion via the violent route of crime 
and cruelty seduces the frustrated rural and slum youths who, 
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in the best of times, are but a shadowy presence in the social 
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uman beings. Sadly, this fits into the 
divisive stratagems of the communalist, whose political 
acumen refuses to rise above the low cunning of ‘divide and 
rule’. The result is that a demonic partnership is waiting in the 
wings to flare up at short notice. Just a spark, and a whole state 
goes up in flames. . 

This may be music to the ears of the communalist. But let 
it not be forgotten that today's meat could well be tomorrow’s 
poison. Fattened on the booty of communal atrocities, the 
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into the forbidden fruits of crime but also to the formidable 
seductions of power. It is only a matter of time before they 
begin to realise and resent that they have been used as pawns 
in a power-game on which they wagered their souls to stabilise 
monsters of inequity in seats of power. They would feel cheated 
and indignant. It has never happened that the human tools 
employed either in the quest for, or the perpetuation of, power 
remained immune to the seductions of power themselves. They 
too will covet power. And why not? As and when that happens 
there will be a re-arrangement of roles: the erstwhile patrons 
will be the new demons and the willing tools of yesteryears, the 
two-edged swords sharp with resentment. Put simply, by 
initiating the youths into crime and destruction the merchants 
of communal politics are planting a time bomb at the root of our 
society. 

Those who have been watching the emerging political 
churning in this country would not dispute this. It is there for 
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all to see that the beginning of the dalit ferment virtually 
synchronises with the political consolidation of upper caste 
hegemony under the cover of Hindutva. The more aggressively 
the upper castes assert their democratically indefensible 
privileges, the greater the urgency it generates for the sub- 
altern segments to resist and to assert their identity. To subject 
a distinct people’s group to systematic atrocity, simply because 
they are powerless to retaliate, is to awaken deep-seated 
anxieties in all other disadvantaged and disenfranchised 
groups. It is not an accident, therefore, that the Gujarat carnage 
has catalysed the formation of a powerful dalit-Muslim axis. 
The prolonged trauma of a religious community provides the 
ideal climate for fundamentalism to flourish. Wounded 
powerlessness breeds, besides, a passion to resist which, in due 
course, grows into the craving for power. At the time of writing 
this piece, Delhi has already witnessed the largest ever show of 
dalit-Muslim solidarity in recent times. 

The ultimate irony of the current Gujarat scenario will be 
that, in the not too distant future, the logic of Newtonian 
physics will boomerang on Modi and his men. It will indeed 
come about that ‘action and reaction are equal and opposite'. 
Whatever ‘actions’ the Sangh Parivar has initiated in Gujarat 
will provoke a ‘reaction’ and this reaction need not necessarily 
be from the Muslim community. It would make poor sense to 
complain then if the ‘reaction’ that is to come is equal to 
the absurdly disproportionate ‘action’ which is now sought to 
be justified as a ‘reaction’ to Godhra. It has been basic to 
human nature from time immemorial that we practice double 
standards: one norm for us and quite a different one for 
others. Those who invoke the ‘action-reaction’ thfcory in 
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self-justification would be insufferably incense d If the same 
equation is invoked subsequently to their disadvantage. 

In conclusion, the short-term profit in crafting a conflictual 
society and a murderous culture under license from the 
communal Raj, is bound to prove a long-term tragic loss for the 
health and wholeness of our society. The Vedic seers equated 
three forms of violence: those who commit acts of violence, 
those who get violent deeds done by others, and those who 
remain passive witnesses to the practice of violence. The 
subtlety of the insight here should not be lost on us. Only those 
who are potential murderers can remain neutral or apathetic 
witnesses to the murder of a fellow human being. That is why 
we need to worry about the increasing exposures of our people 
to massive communal atrocities. The more exposed we are, the 
more desensitised we get; and the more desensitised we get, 
the more potentially violent we become. Gujarat is, in this 
sense, a moral and psychic atrocity that has already taken a toll 
on the nation as a whole. Look, for how long we have stood by 
and watched! Who, do you think, is safe from us? 


14 Religion: Need for a National 

Debate 


H indus and Muslims, said Gandhiji, were like his two eyes. 

It is a searing shame that in the Mahatma’s land, one eye 
is trying to gouge out the other. The scandal of Modi’s Gujarat 
should not have happened. It has. But it will be a worse scandal 
if we do not learn from, and act upon, this horrendous human 
tragedy. Gujarat did not simply happen. It is what we have done 
to ourselves, through our omissions and commissions. The 
Sangh Parivar’s barely masked intention to repeat Gujarat in 
other parts of the country will succeed if we do not learn the 
lessons from this tragedy and retrace our steps from collective 
disaster. 

Gujarat is on fire. But fires are of two kinds. There is a fire 
that bums and destroys. There is a different kind of fire: one 
that purifies and gives light. It is up to us to decide what kind 
of fire Gujarat shall be. We must re-direct the river of blood in 
Gujarat towards the cleansing and healing of our society. 
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Nothing short of this will suffice as our spiritual prayaschit 
(penance). The innocent .lives lost. there .should not go in vain. 
The alternative is to wallow For a whlleTin sentimentality, 
overlooking the lessons of this massive tragedy, and wait for a 
bloodier Gujarat elsewhere in the country. 

The Gujarat crisis has visited us along the route of religion, 
through which we have been herded by the manipulators of our 
democracy. In varying degrees, we subscribe to the suicidal 
dogma that religion is a sphere of blind faith. The Sangh 
Parivar’s assertion that Ayodhya, being a matter of faith, is 
beyond the competence of the courts to adjudicate, is only a 
virulent form of this shared superstition. Those who equate 
religion with blind faith should share with the Sangh Parivar 
the blame for the communalisation of our country. The priestly 
class in all religions have a lot to answer for in this regard. 
Neither the founders of religions nor religious scriptures 
demand blind faith. Instead, both encourage responsible scep- 
ticism. As a matter of fact, rational scepticism is the guardian 
of reasonable faith. And unreasonable faith, such as grins 
through the mask of communalism, is an unmitigated disaster 
for all people; most of all, for the true believers of the faith 
concerned. It is not a spiritual achievement to create a society 
in which people are led by the nose. It is a spiritual disaster, the 
like of which stares us in the face in Gujarat. 

The exclusion of rational enquiry from the framework of 
religious loyalty turns a religious community into a pliable and 
pathetic tool in the hands of its manipulators. It degrades 
religiosity into irrational devotion, waiting to be exploited by 
communalists. In this respect, all religions are identical. The 
communal manipulators of people, irrespective of the different 
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religious labels they wear, feed on each other. The Muslim 
communalist is the ladder by which the Hindu communalist 
climbs to power. And without the Hindu communalist, the 
Muslim obscurantist cannot project himself as the saviour of 
Islam or remain a parasite on that community. 

We have got used to swallowing on trust anything packaged 
in the name of religion. We refuse to recognise that this is not 
the logic of religion, but of cult. Cults seek to manipulate and 
enslave. The business of religion is to liberate and empower. 
Cults are driven by falsehood; spirituality, by truth. Cults are 
allergic to debates; true religion, being an unending quest for 
truth, welcomes it. Cults thrive on cruelty, spirituality on 
compassion. There is none who does not know this to be the 
case; but only in theory. Not enough people are seen, though, 
to be upset when barbaric cruelty is unleashed in the name of 
religion, especially if the atrocities in question are expected to 
turn, somehow, into a religion profit! It belongs to the realm of 
the absurd that we are willing to rape and murder each other 
for the sake of our religions, even though we are illiterate about 
religion and the spiritual essence of our respective religions! 

As communal atrocities were unleashed on Christians in 
Gujarat nearly three years ago, Vajpayee called for a ‘national 
debate’ (later modified into a ‘dialogue’) on conversion. The 
Sangh Parivar since then has proved in Gujarat that the need 
is not only to debate an aspect of a particular religion, but to 
debate religion itself, forthrightly and radically. Such a debate 
must have at least two essential focal points. In the first, the 
spotlight must be on the nature and scope of religion. We are 
a deeply religious society, and we need to be clear about what 
religion is and, even more importantly, what it is not. What is 
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the authentic spiritual core of religion? What is the quin- 
tessential religious goal? what are the courtesies within which 
religions should operate in a multi-religious society? Where 
does commitment to justice and peace, to respect for life and 
to quality of life for all people, figure in the practice of 
religions? What is the relationship between religion and 
reality? Who should speak for a religion? What is the 
relationship between the meaning and mechanism of a 
religion? Where does God dwell: in temples or in human 
hearts? These, and a host of related questions, need to be 
addressed and a healthy framework for the practice of religion 
in a secular state evolved. As long as such an exercise is not 
undertaken to raise the level of public awareness, com- 
munalists will continue to play havoc with our national life. 
Nothing will prevent them from filling our public life with the 
darkness that lurks behind the iron curtains of all insti- 
tutionalised religions. Even more sadly, they will shut out the 
spiritual light there is in all religions. It is imperative to ensure 
that the creative, rather than destructive, potentials in 
religions are made to impact our public life. 

The second issue to be debated is that of the relationship 
between religions. Peace between religions is a precondition for 
peace in the society and peace among nations. It is also basic 
to national integration in a multi-religious society like ours. 
The communal agenda of the Sangh Parivar cannot flourish 
if a spiritually wholesome framework for inter-religious 
cooperation is evolved. Powerful vested interests conspired in 
the past to situate religions in a framework of mutual 
suspicion, competition and conflict. This degraded religions 
into theatres of negativity; so much so, hating other religions 
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became the popular expression of one’s religious fervour. 
Hating Mohammad is all that a person has to do, in a climate 
of communalism, to prove that he loves Ram. Once corrupted 
by this cult of negativity, it is easy to mislead even well- 
meaning people to believe that building a temple in Ayodhya, 
merely to spite the Muslims, is the issue on which the destiny 
of Hinduism hangs. Those who, on the contrary, have even a 
nodding acquaintance with the genius of the Vedic faith 
recognise this to be an aberration and an insult to that faith. 

Are religions perforce each other’s enemies? Or are they 
fellow travellers who, in the darkness of their selfishness, 
mistake each other as antagonists? Part of the answer to this 
lies in the history of harmony we have in which, until 
communal propaganda poisoned the outlook of our people, 
people of diverse faiths lived together in amity, sharing each 
other’s festivals and believing in the freedom of all people to 
pursue and practice their respective religions. Unlike Islam and 
Christianity, Hinduism never lent itself to the creation of 
theocratic states or fascist ideologies. The fascist fungus grew 
on the edges of Hinduism where it came into contact with the 
materialistic cultures of the west. It is not an accident, hence, 
that the cult-figure that the Sangh Parivar reveres is Hitler, not 
Lord Ram. Under pretext of building the Ram mandir in 
Ayodhya, India is being turned into a sanctuary for the spirit of 
Hitler, displaced from Europe through World War II. 

In the absence of a genuine and open-minded debate on 
religion, the field is left free for the religious obscurantists and 
fascist-fundamentalists to play havoc with the destiny of a 
billion people. Those who thrive on the indefensible and the 
irrational are sure to be allergic to such a debate. But the rest 
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of us need to be clear-minded that barbarity, crime and 
sacrilege can never be part of any religion. A religiosity that 
routinely derails our peace and progress is a luxury that we can 
no longer afford. If murder and mayhem are the intrinsic 
idioms of religiosity, we should have the courage to discard our 
. religions out of love for God and our fellow human beings. 

There is no higher spiritual duty than this. Modi’s Gujarat and 

/ 

the communal conspiracies of the Sangh Parivar degrade 

- \ 

religiosity into de facto atheism. That being the case, we may 
have to be enemies of religion to be friends with God, and our 
spirituality may have to be articulated in the idiom of heresy. 


A Higher Harmony Among 
Religions 


T he tragedy of Gujarat should not be a one-way ticket to 
irreligion or atheism. “People like us who practice no 
religion,” said Mahesh Bhatt to us recently, “do not kill or loot 
in the name of God. How come the sants and saints of the 
world tend to be cruder than criminals?” Sharpened against 
the barbarity that erupted in Gujarat, Mahesh’s words shot 
through us like arrows. “The history of religion,” we expos- 
tulated as if in self-defense, “is not only dotted with those who 
killed others, but also with those who died for others. Martyrs, 
and not merely murderers, figure among the children of 
religion.” Of course, we did not go on to tell Mahesh that 
increasingly as a religion acquired •political power, murderers 
superseded martyrs among its~ purveyors and protagonists. 

Be that as it may, the more challenging truth is that a crisis 
like the Gujarat carnage signals the outbreak of a denied or 
delayed truth. To that extent a crisis, tot all the pain and panic 
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it precipitates, is also a hidden opportunity. The test of a 
people’s maturity is whether or not they welcome the oppor- 
tunity that beckons from beyond the veil of confusion. The 
truth that groans through Gujarat is the untenability, especially 
in a globalising world, of adversarial relationships between 
religions. And the opportunity that corresponds to this is the 
possibility of evolving a higher harmony among religions, • 
without which religions will so m&m'. e acn omer as to discredit 
the idea of religion itself. Peace among religions, as Hans 
Kueng, the German theologian argues, is basic to peace among 
nations and peoples. 

In the half century since Independence, the ideal of sarva 
dharma samabhav was, at best, a pious hypothesis. It denoted 
only the negative virtue of avoiding ill-will in the inter- 
religious space. There has been hardly any ‘goodwill’ or 
cooperation among religions. Barring rare situations and indi- 
viduals, religious communities existed in the sub-continent 
like castes did within the Hindu fold. Each had its own ascribed 
social, demographic and cultural space, to which all religious 
communities were required to confine themselves. Instances of 
constructive inter-religious cooperation to promote human 
welfare or to safeguard the health and wholeness of the society 
have been very few and far-between. 

In a spatially shrinking world, it is inevitable that the 
physical and cognitive distance between religious communities 
continues to shrink. As a result, the traditional boundaries that 
insulated the religious communities have begun to blur, as yet, 
the unprecedented proximity of religions has not yielded 
greater mutual understanding among them. At the same time, 
there is a growing awareness of each other, even if it is soured 
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by hate and negativity. Hate predisposes awareness towards 
alienation and hostility and distorts understanding. The 
problem is not with increasing awareness. The problem is 
that this awareness is manipulated within a framework of 
alienation and distrust. 

In respect of religion, we stand at the cross-roads today. 
From here we can take either of the two diverging routes. The 
first option is to take the communal route of coercion in order 
to establish the ascendancy of a religion, the religion of the 
majority, over all other religions, which is the hegemonistic 
route of religious assimilation. This process will be marked, as 
the Gujarat scenario is, by aggression and assertiveness, by 
coercion and cruelty. Armed and patronised by state power, 
majoritarian communalism could, over a period of time, steam- 
roll other religions, coercing them to be vassals bound by the 
dictates of a triumphant and militant faith. This could pave the 
way, eventually, to ‘inter-religious peace’ of sorts. But this 
peace will be similar, at best, to Pax Romana: the peace 
imposed and maintained by the might of Rome subjugating all 
others: a dubious peace, the peace of slaves, and not of f.ee 
men. In the very nature of things, ‘slave peace’ may only 
appear to be an improvement on the peacelessness of free men. 
Soon enough, the victors and the vanquished discover that 
conflict-breeding freedom is richer, in a human sense, 
than peace-spawning slavery. This is not peace, as peace is 
envisaged in spirituality. 

The second alternative is for religions, chastened by the 
misery and bloodshed precipitated by communalism, to move 
towards a relationship of higher harmony. This involves a shift 
from the martial to the marital, from the conflictual to the 
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cooperative, and from the hegemonistic to the holistic. In this 
model, religions cease to see each other as enemies but as 
fellow wayfarers, sharing a pilgrimage towards the light of 
eternity. 

‘Harmony’ is a dynamic metaphor from music. It pre- 
supposes an openness to change, both within oneself and in 
others. The harmonic model is, hence, conducive to growth and 
adaptation. In a harmony, when one of the instruments raises or 
lowers its pitch, it brings about changes in the other instruments 
too, without activating resentment! Commitment to harmony 
implies respectful mutual sensitivity within a framework of self- 
transcendence. From such an outlook, religions see each other 
as stimulants for their growth and guidance, which is what they 
are meant to be. Admittedly, today we are a long way away from 
this norm. Events like the Gujarat carnage need to be seen both 
as eye-openers to the suicidal cost of aggressive communalism 
and an invitation to evolve a framework of higher harmony so 
that our diverse spiritual traditions become a sphere of harmony 
rather than of cacophony. 

The growing indifference of the people of Ayodhya to the 
Ram Mandir issue points to a spiritual gain, rather than a 
religious loss. As a rule, sectarian passions thrive among those 
who are spiritually illiterate, a state in which they can be made 
to believe in anything. Irreligion is not the inability to believe; 
it is, instead, the willingness to believe in anything. There are 
good enough indications that the people of Ayodhya have 
begun to see through the cynical and cyclical exploitation of 
their religious devotion for political ends. This rising alertness, 
rather than the willingness to be led by the nose, is akin to 
spirituality. 
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The loss of Interest in the temple issue is born out of a 
nascent spiritual awareness. That is just as well; for it is out of 

the ashes of sectarian anarchy that, often in history, the 

* 

phoenix of spirituality rises up again. It is in the furnace of 
slavery, that the passion for freedom is forged, purified and 
perfected. Likewise, it was out of the anarchy of sectarian 
violence and destructiveness that the vision of a secular way of 
life emerged in Europe. 

The disenchantment with the temple movement may not, 
by itself, lead to the emergence of a new spiritual vision. The 
potential is there, but it needs to be worked at. History is a 
domain of delicate equilibrium involving a host of inter-locking 
forces. This makes it necessary for a group of people to work 
towards actualising the potentialities latent in the given 
context. The irony of history is that, almost always, it is the 
forces of evil that remain alert and hyperactive to cash in on 
available and emerging opportunities. The good, said William 
Butler Yeats, lack all conviction, while the evil are full of 
passionate intensity. If only a fraction of the fervour lavished 
on the communal agendas of our world could be invested in 
evolving a new spiritual vision for mankind, peace and justice 
will flow like our sacred rivers over the face of the entire world. 
The tragedy is not that events like the communal carnage in 
Gujarat happen in a land traditionally fertile for spirituality. 
The tragedy is that the opportunities that such massive human 
tragedies illumine are allowed to go waste. This, we should not 
let happen ever again. We cannot afford another Gujarat. 
Anywhere. 


Religion: Remedy or Malady? 


T he cocktail of religion and culture has become a theatre of 
sectarian violence in this country. The truth, however, is 
that its exponents care neither for religion nor for culture. As 
a rule, spirituality is inversely proportionate to communal 
volatility. It indicates decadence when religions contradict 
their own core values. Then un-nourishing outer shells get 
idolised and life-nourishing kernels, ignored. The resultant 
spiritual bankruptcy is exploited by the vested interests that 
take over religious establishments. 

Consider the case of culture. Those who raise the bogey of 
“Indian culture in danger” do not tell us what they mean by the 
“Indian culture” that they are out to protect. So it becomes a 
vague, and therefore convenient, means for stigmatising one’s 
ideological adversaries. Spreading literacy among the tribals or 
making them aware of their dignity and rights, for example, is 
asserted to be subversive of Indian culture. According to the 
Wadhwa Commission Report, Dara Singh felt obliged to 
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liquidate Graham Staines, a servant of the lepers in Baripada, 
for becoming a threat to “our religion and culture”. But we 
know nothing about what Dara means by religion or how caring 
for tribal lepers becomes a “threat” to Indian culture or 
Hinduism. Especially so, when the tribals are not Hindus, but 
animists, by religion. 

In times of decay and disarray, vested interests hijack the 
resources of religion and culture to subserve their agenda. 
Godliness, for example, is meant to bridle our individual and 
collective meanness. It is a call to self-transcendence, to love 
all people beyond the labels of friendship or enmity. The 
attributes of God are love, justice, compassion and holiness. 
But today demons of hate are unleashed under pretext of 
loving one’s God. Correspondingly, compassion is mistaken for 
weakness. Militancy parades itself as revival. And those who 
corrupt the soul of their religion are hailed its saviours. 

The purpose of religion is to nurture human beings in the art 
of living creatively in a world of differences. This is necessary 
because creation is a sphere of diversity. Spirituality is the 
intuition of the unity that underlies diversity. To the spiritually 
enlightened, diversity is a blessing, and not a curse. They know 
the difference between unity and uniformity; and know, 
further, that uniformity is a contradiction of unity. Once the 
spiritual vision fades, surface differences become all-impor- 
tant. People misconstrue differences as necessarily divisive; 
and project their mistaken zeal as religious devotion. 

This religiosity of the surface goes berserk when it is 
possessed by pseudo-cultural zeal. Culture too, like religion, 
wakes up as a stirring of the deep, from where its treasures 
surface as blossoms of creativity. Creativity is a projection of 
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the sublime depth within. Over a period of time, the inner 
fountain springs of cultural creativity dry up. This brings about 
a shift from creativity to consumption. Consumption is akin to 
destruction; violence inheres in it. The prestige shifts from the 
inner world of mystery to the outer world of mastery. 
Domination, the denial of identity and space to the ‘other’, 
becomes the strategy of preference. At this stage, there comes 
about an unfortunate collusion between religion and culture, 
both driven by the paradigm of power. The surface is a domain 
of differences; and, when alienated from the inner light of 
spirituality, becomes a sphere of conflict and confrontation. 
Religion and culture collaborate in spewing out their male- 
volent potentialities. Religious mission becomes synonymous 
with the cultural project. The two in tandem comprise the 
cauldron of communalism that brews the hell-broth of fascism. 

Even as this happens, religion and culture become 
abstractions indifferent to the essential human predicament. 
The business of religion and culture is to enrich and ennoble 
human life. Instead, religion becomes a burden and culture 
a source of corruption. Unspeakable cruelties begin to be 
unleashed in the name of culture. Religion, which is a call to 
righteousness (dharma) becomes a theatre of adharma. The 
heady cocktail of demonic religion and decadent culture 
appeals powerfully to the base instincts of those unreached by 
the light of true spirituality. It defines the energies of a nation 
negatively, crippling development and undermining the 
collective destiny. 

When this happens, society tends to be divided between the 
protagonists of cultural nationalism and their opponents, who 
limit themselves to fighting the symptoms rather than the 
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disease itself. The primary task, then, is that of creating a 
spiritually healthy, economically sound and culturally robust 
society. From this perspective religio-social reform, rather than 
ideological offensives, are the need of the hour. The principal 
frontiers to be addressed are: 

1. Spirituality beyond religion. Religion is the body and 
spirituality the soul of a faith tradition. Every religion 

degenerates when the balance between the two is upset in 

*• 

favour of religion. Religion becomes increasingly exclusive; 
whereas spirituality is necessarily inclusive. It was a rare glow 
of spirituality that made Jesus of Nazareth teach that enemies, 
not less than friends, need to be loved. It was a similar mental 
culture that urged Gandhiji to work tirelessly for Hindu- 
Muslim unity and also to insist that the untouchables and 
outcastes have equal worth with the rest of the society. When 
the light of true spirituality dims, the ability to cope with 
differences weakens and people begin to behave no better than 
birds who can flock together only if they are of the same 
feather. In such a context, the cause of religion is served best 
by transcending religion. Events of our times cry out for a 
spirituality beyond religions. 

2. Equality and quality of life for all people. The goal of 
religion and cultural awakening is to reveal the intrinsic worth 
and scope of all people. This is a precondition for creating a just 
and equitable society. That all human beings are of equal 
worth, though different by virtue of the accidents of birth and 
wealth, is visible only to those who are spiritually sensitive. 
Ascribing unequal worth to different sections of the society to 
the extent of denying the worth of millions is the crushing 
karmic debt under which the soul of India still remains 


RELIGION: REMEDY OR MALADY? 87 


oppressed. The nations of the world that have progressed are 
those who have accepted the social, economic and cultural 
responsibilities arising from an egalitarian vision based on the 
equal worth of all human beings. This is the spiritual 
renaissance we need to undergo if we are to create a society 
based on equality, justice and liberty. 

3. Work culture. In the wake of globalism, the awareness of 
the need to develop a dynamic work culture has been growing 
on us. The Prime Minister himself issued a call to this effect 
nearly two years ago, though he did not spell out what it takes 
to develop such a culture. The fact of the matter is that, so long 
as the caste mentality prevails, our work culture cannot 
improve. There are two reasons for it. First, caste is incom- 
patible with dignity of labour, as it presupposes an outlook that 
sees several categories of work as undignified. Second, it 
delinks work from well being. Those who enjoy the maximum 
privileges are those who do no work at all. Consequently, those 
who work are looked down upon. We need to develop a 
spirituality of work that are conducive to dignity and creativity 
at work. This also mandates a culture of fraternity, as a 
spiritual approach to work involves seeing it not only as the 
means for one’s own livelihood, but also as the expression of 
one’s concern for others and for the progress of the nation. 

4. A national debate on culture. The present situation in 
which ideological blocs define Indian culture arbitrarily to 
subserve their political interests will not do. The funny thing is 
that while the stockists and retailers of Indian culture continue 
to flex their muscles against hypothetical enemies, the real 
enemies of our culture are having a field day nationwide. The 
extent to which the very flavour of our cultural life has changed 
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in the last one decade is truly astounding. But that does not 
seem to bother the self-appointed vigilantes of Indian culture. 
While we cannot afford to be insulated from the cultural 
currents in the global village, it would be suicidal to squander 
our cultural heritage, which holds great treasures that can 
enrich the global community. The task is no longer to fossilise 
and preserve Indian culture. It is, instead, to regenerate and 
propagate what is valuable and enduring in our cultural 
heritage, with the world as our cultural mission field. It was 
such a vision that gave wings to the words of Swami 
Vivekananda. The best of the religious and cultural minds need 
to participate in this process. It would be fatal to leave it in the 
hands of those who see culture in terms of destruction rather 
than creation. 

5. Re-examine secularism. Secularism as a way of life is 
basic to a multi-religious society like ours. But secularism as 
the mere separation of State and Church or the privatisation of 
religion is an inadequate paradigm both for wholesome public 
life and for democratic culture. The problem is that secularism 
tends to look at religion through coloured glasses, and sees it 
as a sphere of disruptive loyalties. It sees religions, besides, in 
terms of their mutual conflicts and the danger this holds out 
to public order and morality. But this is to mistake religion for 
its caricature. Charity demands that people and possibilities be 
assessed not only in terms of what they are now but also in 
terms of what they were meant to be and what they might well 
be. Religion is much more than the passions and preferences of 
a community with which it is associated. It is also a set of 
values and ideals that can enrich our humanity and ensure the 
health and wholeness of public life. It is religion that generates 
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the moral imperatives that help bridle the excesses of indi- 
vidual and group self-centredness. Spirituality urges its 
practitioners to rise above selfish interests and communal 
affinities and to discover the hidden oneness of all people. This 
is the guarantor of justice and peace in a society. 

It is instructive to ask why the secular experiment in India 
threatens to peter out into majority communalism. Unfor- 
tunately, what has been gradually excluded from public life, in 
the name of secularism, is the more precious part of religion: 
its core values and spiritual discipline. Even as this happened, 
the resultant vacuum was filled by the spectres of casteism, 
communalism and religious obscurantism. Caste factors are 
ascendant in our political dynamics. Greater violence and 
injustice are perpetrated in the name of religion and politics 
today than ever before, and the appeal of communal parties has 
grown, not diminished. 

6. India and the global destiny. Finally, we need to look 
beyond our survival in the context of globalism. The irony of 
history is that a strategy centred on mere survival erodes the 
value even of survival. The dynamic that underlies our 
humanity is that we are designed for fulfillment, and not just 
survival. And our fulfillment involves a great deal beyond the 
limits of our own personal or parochial world. The human 
predicament is designed in terms of inter-dependence, which 
makes it counterproductive to live as though this world is a self- 
help cafeteria. We are sailing together on the hazardous sea of 
time and we cannot afford to be indifferent to what happens to 
the ship we have boarded. The more we progress, the larger 
needs to be our vision. Till recently, only regional and national 
forces affected us. Today global players impinge on our life. 
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This provides the ideal setting for a global fulfillment of 
humanity’s collective destiny. Ironically, such a pattern 
underlay also the empire-building and colonial enterprises of 
the past. These were shaped by the paradigm of power; and so 
proved oppressive and exploitative. The emerging global order 
will be no better in this respect, unless its gigantic body is 
animated by the cosmic soul of universal spirituality. But from 
where is this initiative to emerge? Going by what sense we can 
make of history, it is futile to expect this to come from the 
materialistic cultures of the world. India, with its enormous 
spiritual heritage fortified by religious and cultural diversity, is 
best equipped to address this emerging need. It is precisely at 
this critical juncture that, alas, we are ourselves sinking into 
the quicksand of communal crudities. The dishonesty and 
ruthlessness that are native to this enterprise of corporate 
irreligion need to be addressed jointly by all religions, lest 
religion fails to be a remedy and proves worse than the malady 
it is mandated to heal. 


Sunset of Communal Politics 


S uccess turns into a snare when the temptation to repeat it 
ever so often is not resisted. Advani is right in his assertion 
that the BJP prospered only because of the mandir movement. 
But much water has flowed under the bridge since 6 December, 
1992. And it would be suicidal for the BJP to overlook the 
message, loud and clear, from the recent assembly elections 
especially in UP. Between Kargil and now, the Indian voter has 
come a long way. He has had enough of this communal clap- 
trap. The mandir as an electoral milch cow has had its day. Not 
even the genius of an Advani can make it yield again. 

The electoral seductiveness of communal politics has been 
grossly exaggerated all along. What has been appealing to the 
voters in the recent years is not the prospect of crafting a Hindu 
theocracy but the heady excitement of the Ayodhya movement 
which relieved, for a while, the sense of stagnation and drift 
that afflicted especially the youth. What they hailed was not 
the triumph of one religion over another, but the emergence of 
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a political alternative “with a difference”. The Indian voter still 
cares for his religion. And that is precisely the problem that 
confronts the BJP today. Those who love and value their faith 
cannot be a party to its repeated exploitation and desecration 
for ulterior gains. 

If communalism ever had the kind of mass appeal it is today 
assumed to have, the Jan Sangh would not have had to reinvent 
itself as the BJP, professing faith in its own version of 
secularism. Events in the recent past are a tribute to the 
unerring secular instinct of the Hindu mind, which it would be 
unwise for the BJP to belittle. The BJP could not have ruled at 
the Centre if it had not put on the mukhota (mask) of secularism 
and abandoned its communal agenda for a while, as is amply 
proved by the 13 day innings of the Vajpayee government at the 
Centre when there were no takers for seats of power in the hall 
of communal politics. The decline of the Congress started with 
the blurring of its secular image. In contrast, leaders like Laloo 
Yadav and Mulayam have maintained and consolidated their 
political power-base largely because of their commitment to 
secularism. It was Laloo's boldness in stooping the Rath Yatra 
that turned him intoaTfoik hero in Bihar. The popularlRstrust 


of communal politics will only increase hereafter; for globali- 
sation implies a paradigm-shift from religion to economics. In a 
materialistic culture, such as heralded by globalisation, people 
prioritise their welfare over the plight of gods and temples. A 
party that is anarchic and refuses to deliver may not survive 
politically in the days ahead, no matter what communal 
gimmicks are improvised from time to time. At any rate, there 
is no precedent in history of a negative ideology having endured 
the test of time anywhere in the world. 
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The plight of the BJP today illustrates the self-contradiction 
inherent in every ideology of negativity. Till the mosque stood, 
it symbolised the contrived grievance of a section of the Hindu 
community against the Muslims on account of what their 
ancestors are alleged to have done in the twilight of history. 
Admittedly, it is a grievance that the merchants of hate 
manipulated with consummate skill and considerable profit for 
a period of time. The destruction of Babri Masjid, however, 
burst the bubble of this exhumed pseudo-grievance. After the 
destruction of the mosque, the manipulated resentment of the 
pro-mandir masses turned slowly into bitterness against their 
own manipulators who did not know how to conceal either their 
precipitous affluence or their glee in converting the gullibility 
of the people into a political windfall for themselves. Not 
surprisingly, while Lord Ram’s temple continued to be elec- 
torally exploited, the country itself was degraded into a den of 
corruption literally on a ‘war-footing’. Only those who were 
capable of monumental cynicism about the common sense of 
the common man, could have expected this honeymoon of 
hypocrisy to continue forever. UR Uttaranchal and Punjab were, 
in other words, just waiting to happen. The sincere Ram-bhakts 
are neither amused nor fooled any longer. 

For the politics of hate to survive, it is imperative that the 
catalytic symbol of hate stands. Yet, to prove its virility, this 
symbol needs to be attacked and brought down, as the mosque 
was. But this very success is also its defeat; for the catalyst of 
grievance ceases to exist. It is this realisation that accounts for 
the ambivalence in Advani’s averments before the Liberhans 
Commission. With equal sincerity he gloated over the Ayodhya 
movement and grieved over the destruction of the mosque. The 
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blatant ambivalence in this instance is a pointer to the 
contradiction inherent in every project of negativity. It is 

impossible to hide the nakedness of this self-contradiction 

♦ 

from the masses for long. 

What unmasks the true face of a communal project is its 
success in reaching the seat of power. Having developed only 
the genius of negativity, its proponents find themselves out of 
their elements vis-a-vis the task of governance. What people 
demand from a party in power is different from what they 
expect from an opposition party. People expect a government to 
deliver the goods, as is proved by the ‘anti-incumbency factor’. 
But, as long as a party does not shed its communal blinkers, it 
cannot evolve or embrace a positive vision for the society. 

So far the BJP think-tank has covered up this bankruptcy in 
governance by improvising emotionally-charged hypes one after 
the other as the opium of the masses. The anti-terror agenda was 
virtually turned into a national cult, no doubt encouraged by the 
electoral goldmine that Kargil proved to be. Both Kargil and the 
13 December attack on the Parliament should have gone against 
the NDA government, for in both instances the government’s 
inability to act in time on the intelligence available was what 
precipitated the crises. Both were custom-made situations for 
the opposition parties to hold the government to account. But 
that did not happen. What happened, instead, was that the BJP 
managed to annex the political space of the opposition. The 
ruling party hogged the limelight of national grievance! The 
mouths of the opposition parties were sealed, but not the mind 
of the voter. Now he has spoken. 

It would be an unmitigated disaster for the country if the - 
Sangh Parivar were to respond to this reality in terms of 
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another communal avalanche, as events in Gujarat and UP 
seem to portend. To sow the wind of communal bloodbath for 
ulterior gains at this precarious time will be to reap the 
whirlwind of political extinction. Already an economic time 
bomb is ticking at the foundation of our country. The 
bewilderment and frustration of the masses has reached 
unprecedented proportions. It would be a monumental folly to 
push the country now into avoidable anarchy. 

The near-total extinction of statesmanship in politics and 
the prevalence of negative and divisive ideologies that degrade 
elections into opportunities only for kicking out crooks and 
political shenanigans from the seats of power, are pathological 
symptoms that point to our collective decay. The silver-lining 
on the cloud, though, is the fact that the people are now waking 
up to their right to have quality of life. This bottom-up pressure 
could pave the way for the emergence, sooner or later, of a new 
political culture. For this to happen, it is imperative for the 
people to take a firm and final stand on the side of secularism 
and responsible governance. The merchants of hate and hurt 
need to be shown the lumber-room of history where indeed 
they belong. 


18 The Game Is Up! 


T he unmistakable message from Ayodhya is that the 
government can, if it wants, control the unruly elements 
who invade our streets and sacred places in blatant disregard 
for the rule of law. Ayodhya 2002 puts Ayodhya 1992 in 
perspective and robs the then players of the excuse of 
helplessness in the face of popular fervour. That not enough 
was done then to protect the mosque and to honour the 
undertaking given to the Apex Court is now a glaring reality. 
This also unmasks the carnage in Gujarat for what it is. 

The good news from Ayodhya, as from the rest of the 
country, is that people are fed up with the periodic political 
belabouring of this non-issue. The people of Faizabad, a district 
already bursting with some 6000 temples, are utterly indif- 
ferent to the mandir issue; a fact that was largely responsible 
for the climb-down of the VHF The feedback from the rest of 
the country is no different. Such restlessness as was witnessed 
in Karsevakpuram in Ayodhya was largely due to the 
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realisation by the karsevaks that they have been used as pawns 
in a political game that would honour Ravana, rather than Lord 
Ram. “Even in 1992," recalls Nirmala Deshpande, the noted 
Gandhian who was in Ayodhya when the mosque was 
destroyed, “one did not hear the so-called Ram-bhakts chanting 
the praise of Lord Ram. They were, without exception, shouting 
anti-Muslim slogans all the time.” 

The people of Ayodhya have had to put up with the 
disruptiveness of this communal agenda for too long. It is now 
increasingly clear to them that the VHP and RJN are doing a 
Taliban with their life. Prior to the ascent of the Taliban, Kabul 
was famed as the Paris of the East. In less than a decade, this 
communal outfit hijacked that beautiful city back to the 
middle ages. It is inevitable that communal politics and 
religious fundamentalism perforce devastate the development 
of a nation and aggravate the misery of its people. The ring- 
leaders of religious fundamentalism prosper, but the people 
lose out heavily in the process. The mandir movement enabled 
Advani to become the Home Minister of India. It enabled the 
likes of Singhal and Co. to hog the media limelight. Mahant 
Ramchandra Paramahans was at the centre of the world media 
attention for a few days. All these being achieved, shouldn’t the 
people of Ayodhya pay for it in terms of their economic well- 
being, freedom of movement and peace of mind? There is no 
such thing as a free meal. And if the mandir mandarins won’t 
pay for their political banquet, shouldn’t the people of Ayodhya 
and the victims of criminal communalism in other parts of the 
country, foot the bill? 

It is incredible that the BJP refuses to read the message 
from its electoral setbacks one after the other. The voters In 
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various states are rejecting the Parivar brand of communal 
politics, with its accompaniments of violence, corruption and 
inefficiency. The UP results, one would have thought, would 
knock the party out of this willful self-delusion. That does not 
seem to have happened. It may well be that Vajpayee and 
Advani are now helpless before the communal Frankenstein 
they have devised. Whether it is clear to them or not, there is 
no room for uncertainty here: the days of communal politics are 
over. If the BJP refuses to read the writing on the wall, it will 
expedite its political extinction through an exclusive depen- 
dence on the communal card. 

Ayodhya must also be a warning to all other political parties; 
for none of them is above board in respect of communalism. 
The Indian voter is no longer naive or ill-informed. He is no 
longer going to be swayed by communal appeals or political 
gimmicks or ideological loyalties. People today demand 
improvement in the quality of life. And it is here that the BJP, 
through its zealous espousing of the cause of globalisation, has 
hurt itself most. Through the last two budgets the party has 
betrayed the middle-class and slanted the economy in favour 
of the economic elite. Given the burden this has imposed on the 
common man, championing the cause of a thousand temples is 
not going to wash away the popular frustration with the BJP 

BJP may pat itself on the back and brag of success in de- 
fusing of the Ayodhya stand-off. But it has a lot of explaining 
to do as to why the stand-off was allowed to aggravate to this 
extent in the first place. You cannot bring the life of a whole 
nation to a standstill through a bogus crisis, negotiate face- 
saving terms for yourself, appease the agents of anarchy and 
then take the credit for preventing bloodshed. In other words, 
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you cannot kill your parents and also claim the benefits for 
being an orphan. 

By any standard of secular governance, the NDA govern- 
ment has disgraced itself and the nation in the way the 
communal challenge at Ayodhya was handled. Respect for the 
rule of law required that the VHP be dealt with firmly in the 
wake of its stated intention to defy the court order, especially 
on 14 March. Mahant Paramahans should have been taken into 
preventive custody, given his threat to immolate himself or end 

a 

his life ‘chemically’ (cyanide capsules of LTTE fame?) in view 
of the holocaust it portended for the entire country in a 
communally surcharged atmosphere. By what norm of secular 
governance can the Centre justify an high official in the PMO 
receiving a carved pillar from Paramahans, meant for construc- 
ting a temple at the disputed site while the case is still sub 
judice? This utterly objectionable step can have only one inter- 
pretation: the one given by the VHP spokesman. It proves, he 
claims, that the government has accepted that the RJN-VHP 
combine has the ‘right’ to build a temple at the disputed site. 
One does not know if this amounts to contempt of court in a 
technically legal sense. Surely, it is not far from being a 
stratagem to slant the disposition of the court in a certain 
direction. With this the credentials of the Vajpayee government 
to be an interlocutor between the two contending parties are 
totally lost. 

Ironically, the blame for this sorry state of affairs will be 
more upon the NDA allies than the B]P itself. The reason for 
this is simple. The temple has been the sole political plank for 
the BjP So it is understandable if that party ventures to take 
calculated risks on this count. The case is entirely different for 
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the coalition partners, who have been taken for a ride, as is 
obvious even to themselves. What the BJP has done in this 
process is to foul the secular credentials of its NDA partners. 
This helps in compromising their option to walk out of the 
government. No matter how much Mamta may demure and 
Naidu may protest, the fact remains that their secular 
credentials are in tatters today. Though this is a tactical 
achievement for the BJP for the time being, none should jump 
to the peremptory conclusion that the loss of the partners will 
be an automatic gain for the Big Brother. 


19 The Sword of Self-Denial 


\ A /here is your brother?" God asked at the beginning of 
V V biblical history. God has had no respite from asking the 
same question ever since. The original context was that of 
bloodshed: brother killing brother, which is what every 
murder really is. Within the vision of vasudaiva kutumbakam, 
can anyone, even the most abhorred enemy, be less than a 
brother? 

Two insights in the Cain- Abel story are of special signi- 
ficance to the current tragic scenario in our country. First, it is 
in the context of religion that brother kills brother. The issue 
at stake here is the very purpose of religion, which has been at 
all times perversely misunderstood. Religion is meant to 
master the ambivalence in human nature. We can be either the 
keepers or the killers of our brothers. The purpose of religion is 
to enable us to be keepers rather than killers of each other, 
protectors rather than predators of life and nature. The 
ascendancy of vested interests in religion, however, degrades it 
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into a license for murder and mayhem, as has happened in the 

♦ 

history of all religions. 

All through history, the most sanctified form of murder has 
been the killing of the enemies of one’s God. Yet God is the 
giver and defender of life, who confronts every human being 
with the absolute Commandment, “You shall not kill”. The 
Commandment does not entertain any excuse or extenuating 
circumstance. It is an absolute imperative, not only to desist 
from murder but also to protect life. We are not to kill under 
any circumstance; for no twist or turn of events can nullify the 
truth that God alone has authority over life. 

What has degraded religion into a theatre of cruelty and 

4 

barbarity is the ‘ownership’ mentality of the devotees vis-S-vis 
their gods. Yet, the truth is that a god owned exclusively by a 
segment of the human species is no God. Hence it is that we 
have two contrary images of God in almost all religious tradi- 
tions. The first image is that of a tribal god whose affinities and 
concerns are limited to a designated group. The alternate 
image is that of a transcendental God who has no favourites 
and whose concerns are non-partisan. This God insists on an 
absolute adherence to universal values, especially the value of 
cherishing and defending human life and the integrity of 
creation. 

There is a remarkable instance in the Bible when the 
tension between these two views on God come face to face in 
a dramatic fashion. It happens in the Garden of Gethsemene in 
the course of Jesus’ arrest. The most intriguing thing about this 
event is Jesus’ enquiry of Peter as to how many swords he has. 
To Peter’s reply that he has two with him, Jesus answers, “They 
will do." At the point of Jesus* arrest, Peter strikes with his 
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sword at a member of the hostile crowd and slashes off his ear. 
Upon this, Jesus reprimands him with the words, “Put down the 
sword. He who takes the sword shall fall by it.” If it were not 
to use the sword against their enemies, why in the world did 
Jesus want Peter to take the swords with him to Gethsemene? 

The spiritual drama in Gethsemene engages the seminal 
temptation in religion: the temptation to turn the sword into 
the foremost expression of one’s zeal for God. Both in 
Gethsemene and on the Cross, Jesus unequivocally rejects the 
option of the sword as a symbol of religious loyalty. But, for the 
most part, the message has been lost on Christendom. Crusades 
and inquisitions, the bloody ritual of ‘devotion-through-sword’ 
continued for centuries thereafter, corrupting the Christian 
witness to a bruised world most lamentably. 

In the Garden of Gethsemene, Jesus instructs Peter on how 
to use the sword and, even more importantly, how not to use 
it. He leaves Peter in no doubt that loyalty expressed through 
the sword is utterly unacceptable to God. If these swords are 
not to be used against the enemies of his God, how is Peter to 
use them? 

The answer is writ large over the symbolic resonance of the 
Gethsemene event. Peter that day understood that sword 
number one must be used against himself: especially against 
the all-too-human tendency to use the sword against others in 
expressing one’s religious zeal. The first spiritual use of the 
sword is against oneself. Or, in the words of Jesus on an earlier 
occasion, the first spiritual sword is the sword of self-denial, 
which is a pre-condition for discipleship. Religion stands in 
peril of degenerating into a blood bath when those who lack the 
spiritual strength of self-denial wield the sword. The sword can 
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be an instrument of justice or injustice, compassion or cruelty, 
depending on who wields it. The tragedy in religion has all 
along been that swords and trishuls are in the hands of those 
who know no self-control. The only mission of those who 
cannot control themselves will be to control and terrorise 
others. 

The second spiritual sword, or the second spiritual use of 
the sword, is against one’s own religious community; to cleanse 
and purify it. If the first duty of a spiritually enlightened person 
is to be vigilant against his own impure motives, his second 
duty is to be vigilant against the egoism and aggression of his 
own religious community. This is so because religion, like 
politics, is a domain of power and power stands in danger of 
degenerating into corruption unless it is purified of all vested 
interests. There are only two sets of options in religion: the 
reformation of the self or the coercion and subjugation of 
others. The reformation of oneself and one’s religious com- 
munity catalyses and motivates the reformation of others. The 
coercion of others to conform to one’s own standards serves to 
cover up one’s aberrations and ensures that the process of 
decay is neither exposed nor arrested. Sadly, today everyone is 
busy reforming and coercing everyone else, mainly because the 
zeal to reform people of other faiths is politically and materially 
profitable, whereas the mission to reform one’s own com- 
munity is fraught with personal risk and loss. 

Let no one who cares for his religion ignore the witness of 
history. It was the blatant indulgence in cruelty and bloodshed 
in the name of Christ that spread cynicism about Christianity in 
the west and heralded the post-Christian culture. Today 
Hinduism may seem the goose that lays the golden egg into the 
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political basket of some. Gut, in the cruel ironies germane to 
such situations, the goose in question stands in prospect of 
losing its life to the rapacity of its keepers. 


20 The Riddle of Peace 


/ 


E vents in Gujarat and the palpable tension on the Indo-Pak 
border have awakened an unprecedented thirst for peace in 
our society. As a rule, we learn the value of something only 
when it is in jeopardy. Slavery deepens our longing for freedom 
and sickness makes us hanker after health. The flower of peace 
blossoms in the desert of war. 

Peace is of the essence of spirituality and there is no 
religion that does not exalt it. Sadly, though, religious com- 
munities continue to traverse the path of conflict and cruelty. 
This betrays the growing gulf between religious communities 
and their scriptural heritages. Spiritually, peace is integral to 
creation; peace is the medium of growth and creativity It is not 
something, hence, that people have to contrive or invent. In 
contrast, it takes a deliberate act of will and enormous efforts 
to ruin peace and create a climate of hate. 

The spiritual insight is that peace is a by-product of 
perfection. Perfection is a state in which the world is centered 
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on God. “In his will,” wrote Danie, “is our peace." It is when the 
atman attains its oneness with the Brahman that the fever of 
life is transformed into the bliss of peace. War, in contrast, is 
a bleeding testament of the flaw in human nature and the 
scheme of things shaped by it. The popular appeal of war stems 
from the imperfection of human nature. We cannot welcome or 
enjoy the fruits of perfection, such as peace and fullness of life, 
so long as we are rooted in imperfection. Good fruits cannot 
come out of evil trees. Hence it is that, often times, the quest 
for peace fumbles into war-mongering. 

Because the world’s quest for peace is undertaken on the 
foundation of imperfection it is riddled with a glaring 
contradiction: the assumption that wars make this world safe 
for peace. There is as much sense in this dogma as there is in 
believing that fire heals burns, or salt quenches thirst. It is a 
myth, handed down through generations, that the enemy of 
peace is lurking out there, somewhere. No, the enemy of peace 
is within each one of us. It is not a force, but a state: the state 
of alienation from God who is our peace, a state in which we 
reject peace in the same breath as we romanticise it. It is 
alienation from God that makes us mistake each other as 
enemies, the enemies of peace. The ultimate proof of our 
alienation from God is our readiness to wage wars and spill 
blood in the name of God, which is the ultimate insult to the 
majesty of God's compassion. 

The second problem with the world’s quest for peace 
pertains to the cost of peace. Peace, like war, has a cost. That’s 
fine; but who will pay this cost? While we are willing to make 
enormous sacrifices for war, but we are unwilling to make even 
small concessions for peace. Millions of people dying for war is 
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deemed glorious and valorous. But even one person dying for 
peace is felt as abnormal and unacceptable. Jesus came to die 
for peace. Only God, it seems, is willing and able to meet the 
cost of peace. The cross of Christ symbolises the cost of peace 
in a world of alienation and cruelty. 

The reluctance to meet the cost of peace oneself breeds the 
eagerness to exact its price from others. War is the name of this 
dishonest and dangerous game. War is a mechanism by which 
those who cannot help it are forced to pay the price, pre- 
sumably, for peace. In reality, though, wars are launched by the 
ruling elite to fortify their class interests. The ruling elite 
arrogates to themselves the right to exact from the rest of the 
society the cost of an idealism that they themselves are cynical 
about. The fact that a political leader exhorts the soldiers to 
make the ultimate sacrifice does not mean that he will be 
forthcoming sacrifidally either in war or in peace. The cause of 
peace will take a giant stride forward when people see through 
the hollowness and mendacity of such rhetoric. 

If wars could have secured peace, nuclear wars should have 
been, logically speaking, a windfall for peace. But such a 
though is sure to attract violent condemnation. The reason for 
this is not far to seek. Weapons of mass destruction make wars 
impossible simply because they extend the cost of war also to 
the elite; whereas conventional wars afflict mainly the poor. In 
the event of a nuclear war, the rich not less than the poor, the 
powerful not less than the powerless, face extinction. It is 
estimated, for instance, that a nuclear war between India and 
Pakistan, at their current levels of weaponisation, could result 
in the instantaneous death of 12 million people. And it is very 
likely that this holocaust would evaporate some high and 
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mighty people as well, besides their unfortunate brethren who 
languish below the poverty line. It is this, and this alone, that 
makes nuclear war an unspeakable abomination. It is high 
time we called the bluff on the hypocritical dogma that wars 
can unravel the riddle of peace. They don’t, and they never 
have. It is only a spiritual regeneration of our society and 
nation, our collective return to a godly way of life, that can 
prepare us for the dawn of peace. 

The fact, in the end, is that peace is a God-given gift that 
mankind has been, all through history, robbed of by powerful 
vested interests. As long as we go on mistaking these war- 
mongering apostles of peace for our saviours we shall be, albeit 
unwittingly, a party to waging war on peace. Peace is our God- 
given birth-right, and not the alms that politicians distribute in 
a bid to play god in history. The fundamental duty of every 
peace-loving person is to question the dogmatic assumption 
that war is a necessary and unavoidable arbiter in the affairs of 
nations. If today war seems indispensable it is mainly because, 
over the centuries, a near-universal faith in the exclusive 
efficacy of violence has been fostered in the outlook of the 
world. From the beginning of times, except in the sphere of the 
spiritual evolution of our species, only the love of power and 
not the power of love has found free-play in the affairs of men. 
We shall continue to despair of the prospects for peace as long 
as a culture of power continues to shape the outlook and 
agenda of the world. 

A country as rich as India is with religious and cultural 
diversity has much less excuse than the other nations of the 
world for shifting from her native foundation of peace and 
ahimsa to belligerence and war-mongering. When a society 
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internalises the idioms of violence, it renders itself incapable 
of believing in the fruits of peace and justice. This catalyses 
forces of internal anarchy and degrades that society into a 
theatre of chronic conflict and destruction. Civilisations and 
nations are more likely to die out on account of the poison they 
brew within themselves than on account of any external 
aggression. India is invulnerable alike to China and Pakistan. 
She may not be as secure against the merchants of anarchy who 
bleed her from within. 




Part II 








Democracy: Who’s She When 
She’s at Home? 

Arundhati Roy 


L ast night a friend from Baroda called. Weeping. It took her 
fifteen minutes to tell me what the matter was. It wasn’t 
very complicated. Only that a friend of hers had been caught by 
a mob. Only that her stomach had been ripped open and stuffed 
with burning rags. Only that after she died, someone carved 
‘OM’ on her forehead. 

Precisely which Hindu scripture preaches this? 

Our Prime Minister justified this as part of the retaliation by 
outraged Hindus against Muslim ‘terrorists’ who burned alive 
fifty-eight Hindu passengers on the Sabarmati Express in 
Godhra. Each of those who died that hideous death was 
someone’s brother, someone’s mother, someone’s child. Of 
course they were. 

Which particular verse in the Koran required that they be 
roasted alive? 
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The more the two sides try and call attention to their 
religious differences by slaughtering each other, the less there 
is to distinguish them from one another. They worship at the 
same altar. They are both apostles of the same murderous god, 
whoever he is. In an atmosphere so vitiated, for anybody, and 
in particular the Prime Minister, to arbitrarily decree exactly 
where the cycle started is malevolent and irresponsible. 

Right now we’re sipping from a poisoned chalice — a flawed 
democracy laced with religious fascism. Pure arsenic. 

What shall we do? What can we do? 

We have a ruling party that’s haemorrhaging. Its rhetoric 
against terrorism, the passing of POTA, the sabre-rattling 
against Pakistan (with the underlying nuclear threat), the 
massing of almost a million soldiers on the border on hair- 
trigger alert, and most dangerous of all, the attempt to 
communalise and falsify school history text-books — none of 
this has prevented it from being humiliated in election after 
election. Even its old party trick — the revival of the Ram 
mandir plans in Ayodhya — didn’t quite work out. Desperate 
now, it has turned for succour to the state of Gujarat. 

Gujarat, the only major state in India to have a BJP govern- 
ment has, for some years, been the petri dish in which Hindu 
fascism has been fomenting an elaborate political experiment. 
Last month, the initial results were put on public display. 

Within hours of the Godhra outrage, the Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad (VHP) and the Bajrang Dal put into motion a 
meticulously planned pogrom against the Muslim community. 
Officially the number of dead is eight hundred. Independent 
reports put the figure at well over two thousand. More than a 
hundred and fifty thousand people, driven from their homes, 
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now live in refugee camps. Women were stripped, gang-raped, 
parents were bludgeoned to death in front of their children. 
Two hundred and forty dargahs and one hundred and eighty 
masjids were destroyed — in Ahmedabad the tomb of 
Wali Gujarati, the founder of the modern Urdu poem, was 
demolished and paved over in the course of a night. The tomb 
of the musician Ustad Faiyaz Ali Khan was desecrated and 
wreathed in burning tyres. Arsonists burned and looted shops, 
homes, hotels, textile mills, buses and private cars. Hundreds 
of thousands have lost their jobs. 

A mob surrounded the house of former Congress MP Iqbal 
Ehsan Jaffri. His phone calls to the Director-General of Police, 
the Police Commissioner, the Chief Secretary, the Additional 
Chief Secretary (Home) were ignored. The mobile police vans 
around his house did not intervene. The mob .broke jnto.the 
house. Then they beheaded Ehsan Jaffri arid dism embered 
Jiim. Of cguns.e it’s only a coincidence that Jaffri was a 
’trierichant 'critic of Gujarat Chief Minister, Narendra Modi, 
during his campaign for the Rajkot Assembly by-election in 
February. 

Across Gujarat, thousands of people made up the mobs. 
They were armed with petrol bombs, guns, knives, swords and 
tridents. Apart from the VHP and Bajrang Dal’s usual lumpen 
constituency, Dalits and Adivasis took part in the orgy. Middle- 
class people participated in the looting. (On one memorable 
occasion a family arrived in a Mitsubishi Lancer.) The leaders 
of the mob had computer-generated cadastral lists marking out 
Muslim homes, shops, businesses and even partnerships. They 
had mobile phones to coordinate the action. They had trucks 
loaded with thousands of gas cylinders, hoarded weeks in 
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advance, which they used to blow up Muslim commercial 
establishments. They had not just police protection and police 
connivance, but also covering fire. 

While Gujarat burned, our Prime Minister was on MTV 
promoting his new poems. (Reports say cassettes have sold a 
hundred thousand copies.) It took him more than a month — 
and two vacations in the hills — to make it to Gujarat. When 
he did, shadowed by the chilling Modi, he gave a speech at the 
Shah Alam refugee camp. His mouth moved, he tried to express 
concern, but no real sound emerged except the mocking of the 
wind whistling through a burned, bloodied, broken world. Next 
we knew, he was bobbing around in a golf-cart, striking 
business deals in Singapore. 

The killers still stalk Gujarat’s streets. The lynch mob 
continues to be the arbiter of the routine affairs of daily life: 
who can live where, who can say what, who can meet who, and 
where and when. Its mandate is expanding quickly. From 
religious affairs, it now extends to property disputes, family 
altercations, the planning and allocation of water resources . . . 
(which is why Medha Patkar of the NBA was assaulted). 
Muslim businesses have been shut down. Muslim people are 
not served in restaurants. Muslim children are not welcome in 
schools. Muslim students are too terrified to sit for their 
exams. Muslim parents live in dread that their infants might 
forget what they’ve been told and give themselves away by 
saying ‘Ammil’ or ‘Abba!’ in public and invite sudden and 
violent death. 

Notice has been given: this is just the beginning. 

Is this the Hindu rashtra that we’ve all been asked to look 
forward to? Once the Muslims have been “shown their place”, 
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will milk and Coca-Cola flow across the land? Once the Ram 
mandir is built, will there be a shirt on every back and a roti in 
every belly? Will every tear be wiped from every eye? Can we 
expect an anniversary celebration next year? Or will there be 
someone else to hate by then? Alphabetically — Adivasis, 
Buddhists, Christians, Dalits, Parsis, Sikhs? Those who wear 
jeans, or speak English, or those who have thick lips, or curly 
hair? We won’t have to wait long. It’s started already. Will the 
established rituals continue? Will people be beheaded, 
dismembered and urinated upon? Will foetuses be ripped from 
their mothers’ wombs and slaughtered? (What kind of 
depraved vision can even imagine India without the range and 
beauty and spectacular anarchy of all these cultures? India 
would become a tomb and smell like a crematorium.) 

No matter who they were, or how they were killed, each 
person who died in Gujarat in the weeks gone by deserves to 
be mourned. There have been hundreds of outraged letters to 
journals and newspapers asking why the “pseudo-secularists” 
do not condemn the burning of the Sabarmati Express in 
Godhra with the same degree of outrage with which they 
condemn the killings in the rest of Gujarat. What they don’t 
seem to understand is that there is a fundamental difference 
between a pogrom such as the one taking place in Gujarat now, 
and the burning of the Sabarmati Express in Godhra. We still 
don’t know who exactly was responsible for the carnage in 
Godhra. The government says (without a shred of evidence) it 
was an 1S1 plot. Independent reports say the train was set on 
fire by an enraged mob. Either way, it was a criminal act. But 
every independent report says the pogrom against the Muslim 
community in Gujarat — billed by the government as 
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spontaneous Tetaliation’ — has at best been conducted under 
the benign gaze of the State and, at worst, with active State 
collusion. Either way the State is criminally culpable. And the 
State acts in the name of its citizens. So as a citizen, I am 
forced to acknowledge that 1 am somehow made complicit in 
the Gujarat pogrom. It is this that outrages me. And it is this that 
puts a completely different complexion on the two massacres. 

After the Gujarat Massacres, at its convention in Bangalore, 
the RSS, the moral and cultural guild of the BJR of which the 
Prime Minister, the Home Minister and Chief Minister Modi 
himself are all members, called upon Muslims to earn the 
‘goodwill’ of the majority community. At the meeting of the 
national executive of the BjP in Goa, Narendra Modi was 
greeted as a hero. His smirking offer to resign from the Chief 
Minister’s post was unanimously turned down. In a recent 
public speech he compared the events of the last few weeks in 
Gujarat to Gandhi’s Dandi March: both, according to him, 
significant moments in the Struggle for Freedom. 

While the parallels between contemporary India and pre-war 
Germany are chilling, they’re not surprising. (The founders of 
the RSS have, in their writings, been frank in their admiration 
for Hitler and his methods.) One difference is that here in India 
we don’t have a Hitler. We have instead, a travelling extrava- 
ganza, a mobile symphonic orchestra. The hydra-headed, 
many-armed Sangh Parivar — with the BJP, the RSS, the VHP 
and the Bajrang Dal, each playing a different instrument. Its 
utter genius lies in its apparent ability to be all things to all 
people at all times. 

The Parivar has an appropriate head for every occasion. An 
old versifier with rhetoric for every season. A rabble-rousing 
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hardliner for Home Affairs, a suave one for Foreign Affairs, a 
smooth, English-speaking lawyer to handle TV debates, a cold- 
blooded creature for a Chief Minister and the Bajrang Dal and 
the VHP grassroots workers in charge of the physical labour 
that goes into the business of genocide. Finally, this many- 
headed extravaganza has a lizard’s tail which drops off when 
it’s in trouble, and grows back again: a specious, socialist 
dressed up as Defense Minister, who it sends on its damage- 
limitation missions — wars, cyclones, genocides. They trust 
him to press the right buttons, hit the right note. 

The Sangh Parivar speaks in as many tongues as a whole 
corsage’ of trishuls. It can say several contradictory things 
simultaneously. While one of its heads (the VHP) exhorts 
millions of its cadres to prepare for the ‘Final Solution’, its 
titular head (the Prime Minister) assures the nation that all 
citizens, regardless of their religion, will be treated equally. It 
can ban books and films and bum paintings for ‘insulting 
Indian culture’. Simultaneously, it can mortgage the equivalent 
of sixty per cent of the entire country’s rural development 
budget as profit to Enron. It contains within itself the full 
spectrum of political opinion, so what would normally be a 
public fight between two adversarial political parties, is now 
just a ‘family matter’. However acrimonious 1 the quarrel, it’s 
always conducted in public, always resolved amicably, and the 
audience always goes away satisfied it’s got value for money — 
anger, action, revenge, intrigue, remorse, poetry and plenty 
of gore. It’s our own vernacular version of Full Spectrum 
Dominance. 

But when the chips are down, really down, the squabbling 
heads quieten, and it becomes chillingly apparent that 
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underneath all the clamour and the noise, a single heart beats. 
And an unforgiving mind with saffron-saturated tunnel vision 
works overtime. 

There have been pogroms in India before, every kind of 
pogrom — directed at particular castes, tribes, religious faiths. 
In 1984, following the assassination of Indira Gandhi, the 
Congress Party presided over the massacre of three thousand 
Sikhs in Delhi, every bit as macabre as the one in Gujarat. At 
the time, Rajiv Gandhi, never known for an elegant turn of 
phrase, said, “When a big tree falls, the ground shakes”. In 
1985 the Congress swept the polls. On a sympathy wave! 
Eighteen years have gone by. Nobody has been punished. 

Take any politically volatile issue — the nuclear tests, the 
Babri Masjid, the Tehelka scam, the stirring of the communal 
cauldron for electoral advantage — and you’ll see the Congress 
Party has been there before. In every case, the Congress sowed 
the seed and the B]P has swept in to reap the hideous harvest. 
So in the event that we’re called upon to vote, is there a 
difference between the two? The answer is a faltering but 
distinct ‘yes’. Here’s why: It’s true that the Congress Party has 
sinned, and grievously, and for decades together. But it has 
done by night what the BJP does by day. It has done covertly, 
stealthily, hypocritically, shamefacedly, what the BJP does with 
pride. And this is an important difference. 

Whipping up communal hatred is part of the mandate of the 
Sangh Parivar. It has been planned for years. It has been 
injecting a slow-release poison directly into civil society’s 
bloodstream. Hundreds of RSS shakhas and Saraswati shishu 
mandirs across the country have been indoctrinating thousands 
of children and young people, stunting their minds with 
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religious hatred and falsified history. They’re no different 
from, and no less dangerous than, the madrassas all over 
Pakistan and Afghanistan which spawned the Taliban. In states 
like Gujarat, the police, the administration, and the political 
cadres at every level have been systematically penetrated. It 
has huge popular appeal, which it would be foolish to under- 
estimate or misunderstand. The whole enterprise has a 
formidable religious, ideological, political, and administrative 
underpinning. This kind of power, this kind of reach, can only 
be achieved with State backing. 

Some madrassas, the Muslim equivalent of hothouses 
cultivating religious hatred, try and make up in frenzy and 
foreign funding, what they lack in State support. They provide 
the perfect foil for Hindu communalists to choreograph their 
dance of mass paranoia and hatred. (In fact they serve that 
purpose so perfectly, they might just as well be working as a 
team.) 

Under this relentless pressure, what will most likely happen 
is that the majority of the Muslim community will resign itself 
to living in ghettos as second-class citizens, in constant fear, 
with no civil rights and no recourse to justice. What will daily 
life be like for them? Any little thing, an altercation in a 
cinema queue or a fracas at a traffic light, could turn lethal. So 
they will learn to keep very quiet, to accept their lot, to creep 
around the edges of the society in which they live. Their fear 
will transmit itself to other minorities. Many, particularly the 
young, will probably turn to militancy. They will do terrible 
things. Civil society will be called upon to condemn them. Then 
President Bush’s canon will come back to us: “Either you’re 
with us or with the terrorists.” 
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Those words hang frozen in time like icicles. For years to 
come, butchers and genocidists will fit their grisly mouths 
around them (‘lip-synch’, filmmakers call it) in order to justify 
their butchery. 

Bal Thackeray of the Shiv Sena, who has lately been feeling 
a little upstaged by Modi, has the lasting solution. He’s called 
for civil war. Isn't that just perfect? Then Pakistan won’t need 
to bomb us, we can bomb ourselves. Let’s turn all of India into 
Kashmir. Or Bosnia. Or Palestine. Or Rwanda. Let’s all suffer 
forever. Let’s buy expensive guns and explosives to kill each 
other with. Let the British arms dealers and the American 
weapons manufacturers grow fat on our spilled blood. We could 
ask the Carlyle group — of which the Bush and Bin Laden 
families are both shareholders — for a bulk discount. Maybe if 
things go really well, we’ll become like Afghanistan. (And look 
at the publicity they’ve gone and got themselves.) When all our 
farm lands are mined, our buildings destroyed, our infra- 
structure reduced to rubble, our children physically maimed 
and mentally wrecked, when we’ve nearly wiped ourselves out 
with self-manufactured hatred, maybe we can appeal to the 
Americans to help us out. Airdropped airline meals, anyone? 

How close we have come to self-destruction. Another step 
and we’ll be in free-fall. And yet the government presses on. At 
the Goa meeting of the BJP’s national executive, the Prime 
Minister of Secular, Democratic India, A.B. Vajpayee, made 
history. He became the first Indian Prime Minister to cross the 
threshold and publicly unveil an unconscionable bigotry against 
Muslims, which even George Bush, and Donald Rumsfeld 
would be embarrassed to own up to. “Wherever Muslims are,” 
he said, “they do not want to live peacefully." 
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Shame on. him. But if only it were just him: in the 
immediate aftermath of the Gujarat holocaust, confident of the 
success of its ‘experiment’, the BJP wants a snap poll. “The 
gentlest of people,” my friend from Baroda said to me, “the 
gentlest of people, in the gentlest of voices, says ‘Modi is our 
hero’." 

Some of us nurtured the naive hope that the magnitude of 
the horror of the last few weeks would make the secular 
Parties, however self-serving, unite in sheer outrage. On its 
own, the BJP does not have the mandate of the people of India. 
It does not have the mandate to push through the Hindutva 
project. We hoped that the twenty-seven allies that make up 
the BJP-led coalition at the Centre would withdraw their 
support. We thought, quite stupidly, that they would see that 
there could be no bigger test of their moral fibre, of their 
commitment to their avowed principles of secularism. 

It’s a sign of the times that not a single one of the BJP’s 
allies has withdrawn support.' In every shifty eye you see that 
faraway look of someone doing mental maths to calculate 
which constituencies and portfolios they’ll retain and which 
ones they’ll lose if they pull out. Farooq Abdullah, Chief 
Minister of Kashmir and the only prominent Muslim politician 
left in India, is currying favour with the government by 
supporting Modi because he’s nursing the dim hope that he 
may become Vice-President of India very soon. And worst of all 
— Mayawati, leader of the BSP — the great hope of the lower 


1 Since the publication of this piece. Ram Vilas Paswan, has walked out 
of the BJP-led coalition and has committed himself to reinforcing the 
secular front. 
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castes — is on the verge of forging an alliance with the BJP in 
UR 2 

The Congress and the Left parties have launched a public 
agitation asking for Modi’s resignation. Resignation? Have we 
lost all sense of proportion? Criminals are not meant to resign. 
They’re meant to be charged, tried and convicted. As those who 
burned the train in Godhra should be. As the mobs, and those 
members of the police force and the administration who 
planned and participated in the pogrom in the rest of Gujarat 
should be. As those responsible for raising the pitch of the 
frenzy to boiling point must be. The Supreme Court has the 
option of acting against Modi and the Bajrang Dal and the VHP 
suo motu (When the Court itself files charges). There are 
hundreds of testimonies. There’s masses of evidence. 

But in India if you are a butcher or a genocidist who happens 
to be a politician, you have every reason to be optimistic. No 
one even expects politicians to be prosecuted. To demand that 
Modi and his henchmen be arraigned and put away, would 
make other politicians vulnerable to their own unsavoury pasts 
— so instead they disrupt Parliament, shout a lot, eventually 
those in power set up commissions of inquiry, ignore the 
findings and between themselves make sure the juggernaut 
chugs on. 

Already the issue has begun to morph. Should elections be 
allowed or not? Should the Election Commission decide that? 
Or the Supreme Court? Either way, whether elections are held 
or deferred, by allowing Modi to walk free, by allowing him to 


2 The BSP-BJP ministry, with Mayawati as CM, is now in place in UP. 
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continue with his career as a politician, the fundamental, 
governing principles of democracy are not just being subverted, 
but deliberately sabotaged. This kind of democracy is the 
problem , not the solution. Our society’s greatest strength is 
being turned into her deadliest enemy. What’s the point of us 
all going on about ‘deepening democracy’, when it’s being bent 
and twisted into something unrecognisable? 

What if the BJP does win the elections? Does that make 
everything all right? Why not dispense with the legal system, 
the Constitution, the press — the whole shebang — morality 
itself, why not chuck it and put everything up for a vote? 
Genocides can become the subject of opinion polls and 
massacres can have marketing campaigns. 

Fascism’s Firm footprint has appeared in India. Let’s mark 
the date: Spring, 2002. While we can thank the American 
President and the Coalition Against Terror for creating a 
congenial international atmosphere for its ghastly debut, we 
cannot credit them for the years it has been brewing in our 
public and private lives. 

It breezed in the wake of the Pokhran nuclear tests in 1998. 
From then onwards, the massed energy of bloodthirsty 
patriotism became openly acceptable political currency. The 
’weapons of peace’ trapped India and Pakistan in a spiral 
of brinkmanship — threat and counter-threat, taunt and 
counter-taunt. And now, one war and hundreds of dead later, 
more than a million soldiers from both armies are massed at 
the border, eyeball to eyeball, locked in a pointless nuclear 
standoff. The escalating belligerence against Pakistan has 
ricocheted off the border and entered our own body politic, like 
a sharp blade slicing through the vestiges of communal 
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harmony and tolerance between the Hindu and Muslim 
communities. In no time at all, the godsquadders from hell 
have colonised the public imagination. And we allowed them 
in. Each time the hostility between India and Pakistan is 
cranked up, within India there’s a corresponding increase in 
the hostility towards the Muslims. With each battle cry against 
Pakistan, we inflict a wound on ourselves, on our way of life, 
on our spectacularly diverse and ancient civilisation, on 
everything that makes India different from Pakistan. Inc- 
reasingly, Indian nationalism has come to mean Hindu 
nationalism, which defines itself not through a respect or 
regard for itself, but through a hatred of the Other. And the 
Other, for the moment, is not just Pakistan, it’s Muslim. It’s 
disturbing to see how neatly nationalism dovetails into 
fascism. While we must not allow the fascists to define what 
the nation is, or who it belongs to, it’s worth keeping in mind 
that nationalism, in all its many avatars — socialist, capitalist 
and fascist — has been at the root of almost all the genocides of 
the twentieth century. On the issue of nationalism, it’s wise to 
proceed with caution. 

Can we not find it in ourselves to belong to an ancient 
civilisation instead of to just a recent nation? To love a land 
instead of just patrolling a territory? The Sangh Parivar 
understands nothing of what civilisation means. It seeks to 
limit, reduce, define, dismember and desecrate the memory of 
what we were, our understanding of what we are, and our 
dreams of who we want to be. What kind of India do they want? 
A limbless, headless, soulless torso, left bleeding under the 
butchers’ cleaver with a flag driven deep into her mutilated 
heart? Can we let that happen? Have we let it happen? 
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The incipient, creeping fascism of the past few years has 
been groomed by many of our ‘democratic’ institutions. Every- 
one has flirted with it — Parliament, the press, the police, the 
administration, the public. Even ‘secularists’ have been guilty 
of helping to create the right climate. Each time you defend the 
right of an institution, any institution (including the Supreme 
Court), to exercise unfettered, unaccountable powers that must 
never be challenged, you move towards fascism. To be fair, 
perhaps not everyone recognised the early signs for what they 
were. 

The national press has been startlingly courageous in its 
denunciation of the events of the last few weeks. Many of the 
BJP’s fellow travellers who have journeyed with it to the brink 
are now looking down the abyss into the hell that was once 
Gujarat, and turning away in genuine dismay. But how hard 
and for how long will they fight? This is not going to be like a 
publicity campaign for an upcoming cricket season. And there 
will not always be spectacular carnage to report on. Fascism is 
also about the slow, steady infiltration of all the instruments of 
State power. It’s about the slow erosion of civil liberties, about 
unspectacular day-to-day injustices. Fighting it means fighting 
to win back the minds and hearts of people. Fighting it does not 
mean asking for RSS shakhas and the madrassas to be 
banned, it means working towards the day when they’re 
voluntarily abandoned as bad ideas. It means keeping an eagle 
eye on public institutions and demanding accountability. It 
means putting your ear to the ground and listening to the 
whispering of the truly powerless. It means giving a forum to 
the myriad voices from the hundreds of resistance movements 
across the country who are speaking about real things — about 
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bonded labour, marital rape, sexual preferences, women's 
wages, uranium dumping, unsustainable mining, weavers’ 
woes, farmers’ worries. It means fighting displacement and 
dispossession and the relentless, everyday violence of abject 
poverty. Fighting it also means not allowing your newspaper 
columns and prime-time TV spots to be hijacked by their 
spurious passions and their staged theatrics, which are 
designed to divert attention from everything else. 

While most people in India have been horrified by what 
happened in Gujarat, many thousands of the indoctrinated are 
preparing to journey deeper into the heart of the horror. Look 
around you and you’ll see in little parks, in big maidans, in 
empty lots, in village commons, the RSS is marching, hoisting 
its saffron flag. Suddenly they’re everywhere, grown men in 
khaki shorts marching, marching, marching. To where ? For 
whatl Their disregard for history shields them from the 
knowledge that fascism will thrive for a short while and then 
self-annihilate because of its inherent stupidity. But unfor- 
tunately, like the radioactive fallout of a nuclear strike, it has 
a half-life that will cripple generations to come. 

These levels of rage and hatred cannot be contained, cannot 
be expected to subside, with public censure and denunciation. 
Hymns of brotherhood and love are great, but not enough. 

Historically, fascist movements have been fuelled by 
feelings of national disillusionment. Fascism has come to India 
after the dreams that fuelled the Freedom Struggle have been 
frittered away like so much loose change. 

Independence itself came to us as what Gandhi famously 
called a ‘wooden loaf’ — a notional freedom tainted by the 
blood of the thousands who died during Partition. For more 
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than half, a century now, the hatred and mutual distrust has 
been exacgrbate’cL toyed with and never allowed to heal by 
politicians, led from the front by Indira Gandhi. Every political 
party has tilled the marrow of our secular parliamen-tary 
democracy, mining it for electoral advantage. Like termites 
excavating a mound, they’ve made tunnels and underground 
passages, undermining the meaning of ‘secular’, until it has 
just become an empty shell that’s about to implode. Their 
tilling has weakened the foundations of the structure that 
connects the Constitution, Parliament and the courts of law — 
the configuration of checks and balances that forms -the 
backbone of a parliamentary democracy. Under the circum- 
stances, it’s futile to go on blaming : politicians and demanding 
from them a morality they’re incapable of. There’s something 
pitiable about a people that constantly bemoans its leaders. If 
they’ve let us down, it’s only because we’ve allowed them to. 
It could be argued that civil society has failed its leaders as 
much as leaders have failed civil society. We have to accept that 
there is a dangerous, systemic flaw in our parliamentary 
democracy that politicians will exploit. And that’s what results 
in the kind of conflagration that we have witnessed in Gujarat. 
There’s fire in the ducts. We have to address this issue and 
come up with a systemic solution. 

But politicians’ exploitation of communal divides' is by 
no means the only reason that fascism has arrived on our 
shores. 

Over the past fifty years, ordinary citizens’ modest hopes for 
lives of dignity, security and relief from abject poverty have 
been systematically snuffed out. Every ’democratic’ institution 
in this country has shown itself to be unaccountable. 
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inaccessible to the ordinary citizen, and either unwilling, or 
incapable of acting, in the interests of genuine social justice. 
Every strategy for real social change — land reform, education, 
public health, the equitable distribution of natural resources, 
the implementation of positive discrimination — has been 
cleverly, cunningly and consistently scuttled and rendered 
ineffectual by those castes and that class of people who have 
a stranglehold on the political process. And now corporate 
globalisation is being relentlessly and arbitrarily imposed on an 
essentially feudal society, tearing through its complex, tiered, 
social fabric, ripping it apart culturally and economically. 

There is very real grievance here. And the fascists didn’t 
create it. But they have seized upon it, upturned it and forged 
from it a hideous, bogus sense of pride. They have mobilised 
human beings using the lowest common denominator — 
religion. People who have lost control over their lives, people 
who have been uprooted from their homes and communities, 
who have lost their culture and their language, are being made 
to feel proud of something. Not something they have striven for 
and achieved, not something they can count as a personal 
accomplishment, but something they just happen to be. Or, 
more accurately, something they happen not to be. And the 
falseness, the emptiness of that pride, is fuelling a gladiatorial 
anger that is then directed towards a simulated target that has 
been wheeled into the amphitheatre. 

How else can you explain the project of trying to disen- 
franchise, drive out or exterminate the second-poorest 
community in this country, using as your foot-soldiers the very 
poorest (Dalits and Adivasis)? How else can you explain why 
Dalits in Gujarat, who have been despised, oppressed and 
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treated worse than refuse by the upper castes for thousands of 
years, have joined hands with their oppressors to turn on those 
who are only marginally less unfortunate than they themselves 
are? Are they just wage slaves, mercenaries for hire? Is it all 
right to patronise them and absolve them of responsibility for 
their own actions? Or am I being obtuse? Perhaps it’s common 
practice for the unfortunate to vent their rage and hatred on 
the next most unfortunate, because their real adversaries are 
inaccessible, seemingly invincible and completely out of range? 
Because their own leaders have cut loose and are feasting at 
the high table, leaving them to wander rudderless in the 
wilderness, spouting nonsense about returning to the Hindu 
fold. (The first step, presumably, towards founding a Global 
Hindu Empire, as realistic a goal as Fascism’s previously failed 
projects — the restoration of Roman Glory, the purification of 
the German race or the establishment of an Islamic Sultanate.) 

One hundred and thirty million Muslims live in India. Hindu 
fascists regard them as legitimate prey. Do people like Modi and 
Bal Thackeray think that the world will stand by and watch 
while they’re liquidated in a ‘civil war?' Press reports say that 
the European Union and several other countries have 
condemned what happened in Gujarat and likened it to Nazi 
rule. The Indian government’s portentous response is that 
foreigners should not use the Indian media to comment on what 
is an ‘internal matter’ (like the chilling goings-on in Kashmir?). 
What next? Censorship? Closing down the Internet? Blocking 
international calls? Killing the wrong ‘terrorists’ and fudging the 
DNA samples? There is no terrorism like State terrorism. ' 

But who will take them on? Their fascist cant can perhaps 
be dented by some blood and thunder from the Opposition. So 
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far only Laloo Yadav of Bihar has shown himself to be truly 
passionate: “Kaun mai ka lal kehta hai kiyeh Hindu rashtra 
hai? Usko yahan bhej do, chhati phad doonga /” (Which 
mother’s son says this is a Hindu Nation? Send him here, I’ll 
tear his chest open.) 

Unfortunately there's no quick fix. Fascism itself can only 
be turned away if all those who are outraged by it show a 
commitment to social justice that equals the intensity of their 
indignation. 

Are we ready to get off our starting blocks? Are we ready, 
many millions of us, to rally not just on the streets, but at work 
and in schools and in our homes, in every decision we take, and 
every choice we make? 

Or not just yet . . . 

If not, then years from now, when the rest of the world has 
shunned us (as it should), like the ordinary citizens of Hitler’s 
Germany, we too will learn to recognise revulsion in the gaze 
of our fellow human beings. We too will find ourselves unable 
to look our own children in the eye, for the shame of what we 
did and did not do. For the shame of what we allowed to 
happen. 

This is us. In India. Heaven help us make it through the 
night. 



Cry, The Beloved Country 

REFLECTIONS ON THE GUJARAT MASSACRE 
Harsh Mandar 


A s the weeks pass, Gujarat is already vanishing from the front 
xYpages of our newspapers. As the images fade, the agony of the 
survivors of the carnage will soon pass into the unhurried, 
dispassionate pages of commissions of enquiiy and a few scholarly 
treatises. It is as though, as a country, we must move on. 

But if we are to survive at all as a people who really care, 
it is imperative that we do not forget. We must acknowledge 
what happened, and deal with it, before we can really move on. 

Numbed with disgust and horror, I return from Gujarat after 
bearing brief witness to the terror and massacre that convulsed 
the state. My heart is sickened, my soul wearied, my shoulders 
aching with the burdens of guilt and shame. 

As you walk through the camps of riot survivors in 
Ahmedabad, in which an estimated 53,000 women, men, and 
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children are huddled in twenty-nine temporary settlements, 
displays of overt grief are unusual. People clutch small bundles 
of relief materials, all that they now own in the world, with dry 
and glassy eyes. Some talk in low voices, others busy 
themselves with the tasks of everyday living in these most 
basic of shelters, looking for food and milk for children, 
tending the wounds of the injured. 

But once you sit anywhere in these camps, people begin to 
speak and their words are like masses of pus released by 
slitting large festering wounds. The horrors that they speak of 
are so macabre, that my pen falters while writing. The pitiless 
brutality against women and small children by organised bands 
of armed young men is more savage than anything witnessed 
in the riots that have shamed this nation from time to time 
during the past century. 

I force myself to write a small fraction of all that I heard and 
saw, because it is important that we all know. Or maybe also 
because 1 need to share my own burdens. 

What can you say about a woman eight months pregnant 
who begged to be spared? Her assailants instead slit open her 
stomach, pulled out her foetus and slaughtered it before her 
eyes. What can you say about a family of nineteen being killed 
by flooding their house with water and then electrocuting them 
with high-tension electricity? What can you say? 

What do you say to a small boy of six whom you hold in your 
lap, his eye gashed, his head bundled in bandages, as he 
describes in explicit detail about how his mother and six 
brothers and sisters were battered to death before his eyes? He 
survived only because he fell unconscious, and was taken to be 
dead. How do you look in the eyes of the members of a family 
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escaping from Naroda-Patiya, one of the worst-hit settlements 
in Ahmedabad, as they speak of losing a young woman and her 
three month old son, because a police constable directed her to 
‘safety’ and she found herself instead surrounded by a mob 
which doused her with kerosene and set her and her baby on 
fire? 

I have never known a riot which has used the sexual 
subjugation of women so widely as an instrument of violence 
in the recent mass barbarity in Gujarat. There are reports 
everywhere of gang-rape of young girls and women, often in 
the presence of members of their families, followed by their 
murder by burning them alive, or by bludgeoning with a 
hammer and in one case with a screw driver. Women in the 
Aman Chowk shelter told appalling stories about how armed 
men disrobed themselves in front of a group of terrified women 
to cower them down further. 

In Ahmedabad, most people I met — social workers, 
journalists, survivors — agree that what Gujarat witnessed was 
not a riot, but a terrorist attack followed by a systematic, 
planned massacre, a pogrom. Everyone spoke of the pillage and 
plunder, being organised like a military operation against an 
external armed enemy. An initial truck would arrive broad- 
casting inflammatory slogans, soon followed by more trucks 
which disgorged young men, mostly in khaki shorts and saffron 
sashes. They were armed with sophisticated explosive 
materials, country weapons, daggers and trishuls. They also 
carried water bottles, to sustain them in their exertions. The 
leaders were seen communicating on mobile telephones from 
the riot venues, receiving instructions from and reporting back 
to a co-ordinating centre. Some were seen with documents and 
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computer sheets listing Muslim families and their properties. 
They had detailed precise knowledge about buildings and 
businesses held by members of the minority community, such 
as who were partners say in a restaurant business, or which 
Muslim homes had Hindu spouses who should be spared in the 
violence. This was not a spontaneous upsurge of mass anger. It 
was a carefully planned pogrom. 

The trucks carried quantities of gas cylinders. Rich Muslim 
homes and business establishments were first systematically 
looted, stripped down of all their valuables, then cooking gas 
was released from cylinders into the buildings for several 
minutes. A trained member of the group then lit the flame 
which efficiently engulfed the building. In some cases, 
acetylene gas which is used for welding steel, was employed 
to explode large concrete buildings. Mosques and dargahs 
were razed, and were replaced by statues of Hanuman and 
saffron flags. Some dargahs in Ahmedabad city crossings 
have overnight been demolished and their sites covered with 
road building material, and bulldozed so efficiently that these 
spots are indistinguishable from the rest Of the road. Traffic 
now plies over these former dargahs, as though they never 
existed. 

The unconscionable failures and active connivance of the 
state police and administrative machinery is also now widely 
acknowledged. The police is known to have misguided people 
straight into the hands of rioting mobs. They provided 
protective shields to crowds bent on pillage, arson, rape and 
murder, and were deaf to the pleas of the desperate Muslim 
victims, many of them women and children. There have been 
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many reports of police firing directly mostly at the minority 
community, which was the target of most of the mob violence. 
The large majority of arrests are also from the same community 
which was the main victim of the pogrom. 

As one who has served in the Indian Administrative Service 
for over two decades, I feel great shame at the abdication of 
duty of my peers in the civil and police administration. The law 
did not require any of them to await orders from their political 
supervisors before they organised the decisive use of force to 
prevent the brutal escalation of violence, and to protect 
vulnerable women and children from the organised, murderous 
mobs. The law instead required them to act independently, 
fearlessly, impartially, decisively, with courage and com- 
passion. If even one official had so acted in Ahmedabad, she or 
he could have used powers under the Criminal Procedure Code 
to deploy the police forces and call in the army, to halt the 
violence and protect the people in a matter of hours. No riot can 
continue beyond a few hours without the active connivance of 
the local police and magistracy. The blood of hundreds of 
innocents are on the hands of the police and civil authorities of 
Gujarat, and by sharing in a conspiracy of silence, on the entire 
higher bureaucracy of the country. 

I have heard senior officials blame also the communalism of 
the police constabulary for their connivance in the violence. 
This too is a thin and disgraceful alibi. The same forces have 
been known to act with impartiality and courage when led by 
officers known for their professionalism and integrity. The 
failure is clearly of the leadership of the police and civil 
services, not of the subordinate men and women in khaki who 
are trained to obey their orders. 
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Where also, amidst this savagery, injustice, and human 
suffering is the ‘civil society’, the Gandhians, the development 
workers, the NGOs, the fabled spontaneous Gujarathi philan- 
thropy which was so much in evidence in the earthquake in 
Kutch and Ahmedabad? The newspapers reported that at the 
peak of the pogrom, the gates of Sabarmati Ashram were closed 
to protect its properties. It should instead have been the city’s 
major sanctuary. Which Gandhian leaders, or NGO managers, 
staked their lives to halt the death-dealing throngs? It is one 
more shame that we as citizens of this country must carry on 
our already burdened backs, that the camps for the Muslim riot 
victims in Ahmedabad are being run almost exclusively by 
Muslim organisations. It is as though the monumental pain, 
loss, betrayal and injustice suffered by the Muslim people is 
the concern only of other Muslim people, and the rest of us 
have no share in the responsibility to assuage, to heal and 
rebuild. The state, which bears the primary responsibility to 
extend both protection and relief to its vulnerable citizens, was 
nowhere in evidence in any of the camps, to manage, organise 
the security, or even to provide the resources that are required 
to feed the tens of thousands of defenceless women, men and 
children huddled in these camps for safety. 

The only passing moments of pride and hope that I 
experienced in Gujarat, were when I saw men like Mujid 
Ahmed and women like Roshan Bahen who served in these 
camps with tireless, dogged humanism amidst the ruins 
around them. In the Aman Chowk camp, women blessed the 
young band of volunteers who worked from four in the morning 
until after midnight to ensure that none of their children went 
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without food or milk, or that their wounds remained untended. 
Their leader Mujid Ahmed is a graduate, his small chemical 
dyes factory has been burnt down, but he has had no time to 
worry about his own loss. Each day he has to find 1600 
kilograms of foodgrain to feed some 5000 people who have 
taken shelter in the camp. The challenge is even greater for 
Roshan Bahen, almost sixty, who wipes her eyes each time she 
hears the stories of horror by the residents in Juapara camp. But 
she too has no time for the luxuries of grief or anger. She barely 
sleeps, as her volunteers, mainly working class Muslim women 
and men from the humble tenements around the camp, provide 
temporary toilets, food and solace to the hundreds who have 
gathered in the grounds of a primary school to escape the 
ferocity of merciless mobs. 

As 1 walked through the camps, I wondered what Gandhiji 
would have done in these dark hours. I recall the story of the 
Calcutta riots, when Gandhi was fasting for peace. A Hindu man 
came to him, to speak of his young boy who had been killed by 
Muslim mobs, and of the depth of his anger and longing for 
revenge. And Gandhi is said to have replied: If you really wish 
to overcome your pain, find a young boy, just as young as your 
son, a Muslim boy whose parents have been killed by Hindu 
mobs. Bring up that boy like you would your own son, but bring 
him up with the Muslim faith to which he was born. Only then 
will you find that you can heal your pain, your anger, and your 
longing for retribution. 

There are no voices like Gandhi’s that we hear today. Only 
discourses on Newtonian physics, to justify vengeance on 
innocents. We need to find these voices within our own hearts, 
we need to believe enough in justice, love and tolerance. 
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There is much that the murdering mobs in Gujarat have 
robbed from me. One of them is a song l often sang with pride 
and conviction. The words of the song are: 

Sare jahan se achha 
Hindustan hamara . . . 

It is a song 1 will never be able to sing again. 
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